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Abstract
The purpose of this research is to determine whether the achievement gap between Black and
White students differs significantly between Minnesota public charter schools and traditional
Minnesota public schools. The reading and math proficiency gaps between Black and White
students in Minnesota are among the largest in the nation. Despite the fact that public charter
schools have been around since 1991, it has not been determined whether or not they may have
an impact on Minnesota’s achievement gap. Long-standing disparities in socioeconomic status,
mental health, and college enrollment may be addressed through closing the achievement gap
between Black and White children. The study examined whether there are statistically significant
differences in the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment (MCA) reading and math proficiency
achievement gap between Black and White students based upon whether they attend Minnesota
public charter schools or Minnesota traditional public schools. The researcher used t-tests to
analyze the statistically significant differences in the achievement gap using data from the 2021-
2022 MCA assessments. The results suggest that public charter schools in Minnesota had a
significantly lower achievement gap between Black and White students in reading and math
MCA proficiency scores compared to traditional public schools in Minnesota. Additionally,
Black students tended to have the higher proficiency rates for reading and math at public charter
schools compared to traditional public schools and White students tended to have higher rates of
proficiency than Black students regardless of whether they attended public charter schools or

traditional public schools.
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Preface

The passage in Romans 8:28, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of
those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose,” is particularly relevant in
light of the societal challenges that have arisen since the onset of the pandemic. I am reminded of
this verse as | contemplate the ways in which God is preparing me for what lies ahead. During
the spring of 2020, my school was thrown into a state of upheaval, with students being
compelled to engage in remote learning. As an educator, | struggled to fulfill the demands of this
new mode of instruction. This experience underscored the critical role that schools play in their
respective communities.

As a result of the pandemic, | was obliged to modify my pedagogical approach and adopt
a new delivery mode, with mixed results. While some of my students excelled in the remote
learning environment, others encountered significant difficulties. | attribute the success of certain
students to the absence of classroom distractions, peer pressure, and disciplinary concerns that
might have impeded their learning progress. Conversely, students who struggled with remote
learning likely experienced a lack of guidance and structure, which are typically provided by in-
person instruction.

It became apparent to me that students with supportive family backgrounds tended to
perform better in the remote learning environment. Such students often had the benefit of
parental support, access to high-speed internet, and were held to high academic expectations. In
some instances, families expressed appreciation for the instructional delivery model, which was
new to them. However, students from low-socioeconomic backgrounds struggled with remote
learning, likely due to factors such as inadequate internet access and challenging family

circumstances. The absence of necessary structure and accountability further compounded the



difficulties faced by such students, ultimately resulting in disappointing academic outcomes.

Upon careful consideration of both sides of the situation, certain observations became
apparent. Firstly, it emerged that not all students require a full eight-hour school day to complete
their assignments. With the freedom to work at their own pace, students were able to either
expand on their ideas or move on once their work was complete. This arrangement allowed them
to utilize their time efficiently, without being constrained by class periods or having to spend
unnecessary time in study halls. Consequently, students had more time available to assist with
household chores, work at part-time jobs, or focus on extracurricular activities. Conversely, the
absence of the structured classroom environment proved to be a disadvantage for some students,
with too much independence resulting in suboptimal outcomes. Certain students required face-to-
face interactions with both teachers and peers to thrive academically.

During the fall semester of 2020, my school implemented a hybrid instructional model
whereby students alternated between in-person and remote learning. Specifically, half of the
students engaged in face-to-face instruction on certain days of the week, while the remaining half
participated in remote learning. This transition led to a significant reduction in class sizes from
30 students to 15, thereby presenting an opportunity for a potential paradigm shift. Despite the
flaws that existed in the system, | remained optimistic about the prospect of a better future. The
reduction in class sizes resulted in a significant decline in negative classroom behaviors, as | was
able to establish a more personal connection with each of the 15 students. This, in turn,
facilitated improved interactions and prompt feedback. Moreover, | observed a marked increase
in in-class participation during various activities. The smaller class sizes created a more
comfortable and less anxiety-inducing environment, making it easier for students to participate

actively.



The challenge of supervising two cohorts of students, alternating between in-person and
remote learning, proved to be arduous. Consequently, some students displayed lackluster
engagement on non-in-person days, posing a concern for the quality of education delivered.
Moreover, apprehensions arose over the adequacy of at-home supervision, particularly in the
context of unfavorable or harmful home environments. Further compounding the situation, the
hybrid model of instruction was a new undertaking, introducing uncertainties and challenges that
resulted in anxiety and frustration for both students and teachers.

Over time, there was an evolution in my school system whereby certain measures were
implemented to address the needs of students who were facing difficulties during non-in-person
days. Specifically, students who were classified as English learners (EL) or had special education
(SPED) needs were permitted to receive daily in-person instruction. Concurrently, successful
online learners were given the flexibility to continue their studies remotely. The reduction in
class sizes enabled more individualized attention and increased interaction with general
education teachers for EL and SPED students. Additionally, the improved classroom
environment facilitated flexible grouping and personalized learning for all students, while also
providing the opportunity to incorporate flipped models of education. This development gave
rise to my own sense of optimism regarding the potential transformation of the educational
landscape. Regrettably, the progress made was halted prematurely.

During the Spring semester of 2021, my school resumed its regular operations with a full
return to in-person learning. The transition was completed by mid-February, reinstating the
previous classroom setup with 30-plus students grouped by subject and grade in distinct siloed
classes. Students reverted to a structured schedule with standardized start and end times. It is

worth noting, however, that this conventional approach need not be regarded as the only option.



As previous instances in history have illustrated, disturbances, although initially inconvenient

(Christensen et al., 2008), can often serve as catalysts for progress.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Overview

For decades, the academic achievement gap has persisted in our education system, with
students’ demographic characteristics often determining their academic outcomes. Despite
countless efforts, educators and educational leaders have failed to bridge this divide (Hanushek
et al., 2019). According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), White
students in the fourth and eighth grade outperform their Black peers by an average of 26 points
in reading. This disparity is mirrored in math, with equally concerning results. Even more
concerning is the fact that, in twelfth grade, only 7% of Black students scored at or above
proficient in math, compared to a staggering 32% of their White counterparts (U.S. Department
of Education, 2022). The persistence of these gaps highlights the urgent need for more effective
solutions.

In Minnesota, there is a significant gap on reading scores based on students’
race/ethnicity and socioeconomic backgrounds on the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment
(MCA). Close to two-thirds (61.0%) of White students were proficient in grade 10 reading
compared to 33.8% of Native American students, 34.8% of Black students, and 37.2% of
Hispanic students in 2022 (Minnesota Department of Education, 2023). Also, 42.9% of White
students were proficient in grade 11 math compared to 14.4% of Native American students,
13.5% of Black students, and 15.8% of Hispanic students in 2022 (Minnesota Department of
Education, 2023). Furthermore, students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds on average
were more proficient in grade 10 reading (between 45.4% to 70.6%, depending upon students’
race/ethnicity) compared to students who qualify for free/reduced -price lunch (between 25.2% to

45.2%, depending upon students’ race/ethnicity), with a similar gap in grade 11 math proficiency



13

in 2022 (Minnesota Department of Education, 2023). The rates of achievement among students
remain relatively consistent throughout their K-12 academic school years, which also means that
the achievement gap does not change across grade levels but instead remains stagnant (Tirado &
Shneyderman, 2020).

Minnesota has one of the largest educational achievement gaps by race, ethnicity, and
socioeconomic status in the country (Grunewald & Nath, 2019). Students who are behind grade
level demonstrate more negative behaviors, frustration, and confusion, which further leads to a
lack of academic engagement (National Association of Secondary School Principals, 2005).
Negative behaviors and lower academic engagement contribute to lower attendance and
graduation rates. For instance, congruent with the educational achievement gaps, White students
and students from high socioeconomic backgrounds have much higher graduation rates than
Black students, Hispanic students, Native American students, and students from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds in Minnesota (Grunewald & Nath, 2019).

The modern educational system was formed in the 1920s (The History of American
Academic Education, 2006), and the school structure has remained mostly traditional, with a
defined starting and ending time, rigid class scheduling, a classroom teacher, and heterogeneous
background of students (Neufeld, 2015). However, the demographics of students have drastically
changed during this time; for instance, the number of English-language learners in schools has
increased by almost 300% (“Every Student Succeeds Act: Minnesota State Plan Executive
Summary,” 2017). In addition, in the 1950s, White students comprised 90% of public school
attendance. Today, they make up less than half of K-12 enrollment, illustrating the drastic
demographic shifts in school systems (Government Accountability Office, 2022).

Income disparities have also increased, leading Americans to raise children in
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communities and schools with large economic disparities (Hanushek et al., 2019). Yet, even as

classrooms have become more diverse and disparities have widened, the methods of delivering
education have remained unchanged. Increasingly heterogeneous schools still operate under the
same structure as they did when classrooms were more homogenous.

Traditional testing, grading, and grouping practices have inadvertently perpetuated the
educational achievement gap (Hanushek et al., 2019; Yeh, 2020). Even at a young age,
traditional education systems negatively impact marginalized pupils’ educational possibilities,
social and emotional well-being, and quality of life (Beard, 2018). Implementing more elaborate
and demanding versions of existing school structures, content, and initiatives is not the answer to
resolving the achievement gap (Farkas, 2020); however, experts have found that flexible
education programs or non-traditional settings may be successful in reducing the educational
achievement gap (Neufeld, 2015). Flexible education programs can be defined as any
educational setting that deviates from one or more of the traditional educational structures.
Flexible educational settings may or may not have a rigid bell schedule, provide more
individualized instruction, offer vocational training, and demand higher accountability from
schools and students (Neufeld, 2015).

Public charter schools may be excellent choices for families looking for the ideal
academic fit for their child because they may satisfy these criteria through offering flexible
learning options in a different environment from traditional schools (Charlton, 2021). A public
charter school offers an educational option while upholding academic standards. Public charter
schools can be flexible in how they operate so parents can select the right educational choice for
their children (Charlton, 2021).

Charter Schools
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The first public charter school was established in Minnesota in 1991. The first charter
was issued to Bluffview Montessori School in Winona, while the first public charter school to
open its doors was City Academy in St. Paul on September 7, 1992 (Minnesota Association of
Charter School, 2023). Choice schools, known as charter schools, were created without the
restrictions seen in traditional public schools (American Institute of Research, 2006). These
institutions provided a novel educational approach designed to raise students’ achievement. In
addition, the public charter school movement focused on encouraging low-income and
underperforming students’ parents to enroll their children which provided reduced class sizes,
flexibility, increased one-on-one teaching time, and promote better chances for students (Koonce
& Harper, 2005).

Former Minnesota state senator Ember Reichgott Junge is the author of the first public
charter school law in Minnesota and the nation (Junge, 2014). Junge wanted to expand options
for K-12 public education by allowing organizations other than local school districts to deliver
public education and offer more responsive options outside the current framework. Chartering
involves issuing a school with a charter. It is not a structure or a school. It is the authorization of
a different organization to provide public education in the manner that best suits the requirements
of their students (Junge, 2014).

Public charter school administrators agree to be accountable in their performance contract
in exchange for independence (Junge, 2014). Public charters have to fulfill their performance
obligations, otherwise the schools risk closing (Junge, 2014). District public schools do not have
this type of accountability. Public charters exchange bureaucracy for accountability and
regulation for results (Junge, 2014). In Minnesota, by ensuring that there was money available to

educate low-income families, legislators directly impacted educational policies and were
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essential to creating public charter schools (Vergari, 2007). In addition, public charter school
families benefited from political consideration of cultural understanding and well-developed
policies (Loveless & Jasin, 1998).

School options, such as public charter schools, can increase students’ academic
achievement, save government money, and lessen racial educational achievement gaps
(American Federation for Children, 2022). However, there are no studies that have been
conducted in Minnesota to examine whether public charter schools may lessen the educational
achievement gap between Black and White students compared to traditional public schools.
Statement of the Problem

According to the Minnesota Department of Education (2023), the achievement gap in the
state’s MCA scores is most prominent between Black and White students, although Black
students performed slightly better than Native American students in 10th-grade reading in 2022.
This issue is further exacerbated by Minnesota’s standing as one of the states with the highest
overall disparities between Black and White students (Gruenwald & Nath, 2019. The impact of
these disparities extends beyond educational attainment, as Minnesota holds the distinction of
having the worst racial disparities in the country when it comes to income, home ownership, and
enrollment in postsecondary education for Black and White individuals (Horowitz et al., 2021).

Teachers and school administrators have long fought to close the racial achievement gap
as expected by society (Basch, 2011; Brown et al., 2011). Efforts have been made by school
leaders and administrators across Minnesota and the country to reduce the racial achievement
gap between White students and Black students. These efforts have included pedagogical
improvements, staff training on diversity and culture, and other institutional reforms (Elias et al.,

2014). However, the achievement gaps between these student groups have remained (Yeh,
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2020).

Inequities between Black and White children are becoming more apparent due to the
expected growth in the number of children in the United States from 2018 to 2050 (Federal
Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2019). By 2026, according to the National
Center for Education Statistics, 55% of students attending U.S. schools will be students of color,
compared to 45% of White students (Byrd, 2020). Ethnic diversity is also predicted to rise
significantly by 2050. Therefore, continued efforts are necessary to bridge the achievement gap
(Byrd, 2020).

When analyzing the consistency of the achievement gap over time, the constant variable
is the traditional structure of education (Hanushek et al., 2019; Yeh, 2020). Certain student
groups benefit significantly from the structure of traditional education, including how schools
and courses are designed (Colgren & Sappington, 2015). Colgren and Sappington suggested that
increasing the rigor of the current system only enhances the benefits that White and non-low-
income children receive from the design of these courses inside the traditional construct of
schooling. Increases in the number of Black students enrolled in advanced placement (AP)
courses still resulted in a similar achievement gap (Colgren & Sappington, 2015). This reality
poses a difficult issue for schools hoping to enhance educational outcomes and ensure
achievement equity for all students (Colgren & Sappington, 2015).

Traditional public schools must adhere to more stringent regulations than public charter
schools do. For instance, nondiscrimination, health and safety, and the length of the school year
are all subject to the same laws in traditional public and public charter schools. Beyond that,
however, public charter schools operate independently in accordance with agreements with the

organizations that each granted them a distinct charter (American University School of
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Education, 2020).

Administrators well-positioned to lead in public charter schools know the needs of
families from diverse cultural and economic backgrounds. They know how to execute strategies
to narrow the achievement gap between White and non-White students (Ladson-Billings, 2005).
In traditional public schools, African American parents claimed that the staff showed negative
attitudes and gave their kids insufficient attention. Another issue raised by African American
parents was a lack of cultural knowledge in the classroom, which was apparent in their White
counterparts’ traditional schooling (Comer, 2005).

In order to provide opportunities for success, public charter schools are free to create a
structure that meets the requirements of both students and parents (Manojlovic, 2017). Parents
choose public charter schools because they feel their child receives an effective education that
has smaller classroom sizes and better staff relationships (Comer, 2005). Public charter schools
give parents the opportunity to manage their children’s academic objectives and ensure their
achievement (Garcia, 2008). The educational opportunities, social and emotional well-being, and
quality of life of underprivileged students are impacted by traditional educational institutions
(Beard, 2018). While the recent pandemic compelled shifts in delivery due to school closures,
fundamentally, the education system features the same structure, content, and single instructor
format (Neufeld, 2015). Further research is required to determine whether learning environments
other than traditional public school models, such as choice public charter schools, impact the
achievement gap between Black and White students.

Purpose of the Study
The goal of this study was to investigate whether Minnesota public charter schools have a

significantly different achievement gap between Black and White students than traditional
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Minnesota public schools. Minnesota has one of the worst disparities between Black and White
students on the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment in reading and math (Gruenwald & Nath,
2019). Public charter schools have existed since 1991 (National Charter School Resource Center,
2022); yet, it has not been explored whether or not public charter schools may have an impact on
the achievement gap in Minnesota. Eliminating the longstanding achievement gap between Black
and White students may address long-term gaps in socioeconomic status, mental health, and
college enrollment (American Psychological Association, 2017; Lynch & Oakford, 2014; Ma et
al., 2019).

Research Questions and Hypotheses

Two research questions were used to frame this study.

RQ1: Is there a statistically significant difference on the MCA reading proficiency
achievement gap between Black and White students based upon whether they attend Minnesota
public charter schools or Minnesota traditional public schools?

Hol: There is no significant difference in the achievement gap on MCA reading
proficiency between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public schools.

Hal: There is a significant difference in the achievement gap on MCA reading
proficiency between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public schools.

RQ2: Is there a statistically significant difference on the MCA math proficiency
achievement gap between Black and White students based upon whether they attend Minnesota
public charter schools or Minnesota traditional public schools?

Ho2: There is no significant difference in the achievement gap on MCA math proficiency
between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public schools.

Ha2: There is a significant difference in the achievement gap on MCA math proficiency
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between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public schools.
Significance of the Study

School administrators have moral and ethical obligations to provide equitable educational
outcomes for all students (Fullan, 2020). Despite immeasurable initiatives developed by
traditional public schools to provide equal outcomes for all students, the achievement gap
remains. This study aims to discover whether Minnesota public charter schools have a different
achievement gap between Black and White students in reading and math compared to traditional
public schools. The results of this study may inform changes in Minnesota’s educational models
and options for parents. Those changes, in turn, may have societal and economic impacts.
Policy Significance

The results of this study may have policy implications for public charter schools in
Minnesota. For instance, if there is a reduced achievement gap between Black and White
students in public charter schools compared to traditional public schools, it may be easier for
public charter schools to expand their efforts in Minnesota. It was difficult for the legislature to
approve the proposal of opening up the K-12 system to public charter schools (Junge, 2014).
Originally, the powerful Minnesota teacher unions were opposed to the formation of public
charter schools, creating political pressure (Junge, 2014). However, the 1991 public charter law
of Minnesota was drafted by both political parties and approved by voters from the middle of the
political spectrum (Hawkins, 2014).

The findings of this dissertation may offer valuable insights to parents, community
members, and other stakeholders regarding the potential efficacy of public charter schools in
mitigating the academic disparities between Black and White students. These findings could

potentially empower these stakeholders to advocate for more public charter school opportunities



21

for students. Public charter school legislation is an excellent illustration of how concerned
citizens can take a concept and make it a reality (Junge, 2012). Traditional public schools were
never intended to be replaced by public charter schools. As an alternative, public charter schools
began to provide parents and students options so they can attend quality institutions that
emphasize innovation and experiential learning (Junge, 2012).

In order for public charter schools to continue to exist in the future, stakeholders,
policymakers, and leaders need data regarding the effectiveness of public charter schools (Junge,
2014). Whether it is appropriate for public charter schools to receive funds from school systems
Is a topic of contention. However, all sides should have the same goal: providing all K-12
students with high-quality educational opportunities (Junge, 2014). Favorable public charter
school legislation passed more frequently than anticipated in 2022, possibly due to state
legislators’ ongoing understanding that parents desire more options for their children’s education
due to the pandemic (Ziebarth, 2022). California, Delaware, and Illinois each successfully fought
off proposed anti-charter legislation (Ziebarth, 2022). States such as Florida, Washington, New
Mexico, Missouri, Massachusetts, Tennessee, and Colorado all received increased funding to
public charter schools (Zeibarth, 2022). Kentucky created its first public charter school law in
2017 but failed to include permanent funding; however, a permanent funding bill was recently
passed (Zeibarth, 2022).

Economic and Well-Being Significance

The findings of this study may offer insights for families considering public charter
schools. If the results suggest that public charter schools reduce the achievement gap between
Black and White students, parents may use the information to make informed decisions

regarding whether to enroll their children in public charter schools. The disparities in test scores
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between White and Black children are worsening (Matheny et al., 2022); however,
improvements in academic achievement can have a significant impact on individuals’ quality of
life, as well as future generations (Ma et al., 2019). Therefore, parents who make decisions today
about where to send their children for school can affect the outcomes of generations that follow.

The costs associated with modifying educational models aimed at reducing the
achievement gap may be offset by increased economic returns due to the strong positive
correlation between educational attainment and income (Ma et al., 2019). Reducing the
achievement gap may increase the number of Black students eligible for pursuing bachelor’s
degrees, as evidenced by higher grade point averages and graduation rates. Bachelor’s degree
attainment has been linked to higher wages, lower unemployment rates, and reduced reliance on
public assistance (Ma et al., 2019). For instance, only 4% of individuals aged 25 years and above
who hold bachelor’s degrees live in poverty compared to 13% of high school graduates.
Moreover, 95% of new occupations created following the 2008 recession require at least a
bachelor’s degree (Center on Education and the Workforce, 2022). Considering the projected
shortage of workers in America, closing the achievement gap may increase the economic
potential (Center on Education and the Workforce, 2022).

It is predicted that the U.S. economy would grow by as much as 5.8% if the educational
achievement gaps were closed between student groups (Lynch & Oakford, 2014). By 2050, this
increase would result in 20.4 trillion dollars (Lynch & Oakford, 2014). Reducing the
achievement gap in school would increase Minnesota’s gross domestic product (GDP) by 3-6%
within the next 30 years (Grunewald & Batbold, 2013). The subsequent increase in GDP would
result from tax revenue generated by higher incomes, consumer purchases, and a decrease in

government assistance (Grunewald & Batbold, 2013).
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The dramatic rise in poverty and near-poverty that qualifies students for free and
reduced-price meals reflects the lack of mobility and declining incomes that millions of
American families have faced over the past generation. For example, Black students’ poverty
level has increased 37% to 68% over the last 20 years (Orfield et al., 2016). By increasing
academic achievement and educational attainment among Black students, cycles of poverty may
be disrupted, and future generations of Black children may experience fewer adverse childhood
experiences, thus also increasing their chances of continued success (Krasnoff, 2019; Souers,
2016). It is projected that an increase in Black students’ achievement, and consequently higher
wage earnings, will lead to more Black families being able to send their children to prestigious
higher education institutions (Ma et al., 2019). Education must offer all students a pathway to
success and improve students’ social mobility, and public charter schools may provide a setting
that can demonstrate this pathway (School House Connection, 2021).

Definition of Terms

Achievement gap: The achievement gap is the persistent disparity in academic
achievement between minority and disadvantaged students and their White counterparts (Porter,
2022).

Black or African American person: A person having origins in any of the Black racial
groups of Africa (United States Census Bureau, 2018).

Public charter school: A charter school is a public school that operates as a school of
choice and is exempt from significant state or local regulations related to operation and
management. Public charter schools are also autonomous and have more flexibility in the
operations and management of the school than traditional public schools (National Charter

School Resource Center, 2022).
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Critical race theory: Critical race theory (CRT) is an understanding of how racism in
America has shaped policies. The idea is historical policies are embedded with racism and are
still impacting organizations today (Sawchuck, 2021).

Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments: Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments
(MCAs) are yearly standardized assessments taken by students in Minnesota to measure
achievement and knowledge in mathematics, reading, writing, and science (Minnesota
Department of Education, 2018b).

Traditional public school: A traditional public school is teacher-centered delivery of
instruction to students with a focus on having students master academic core subjects, including
math, reading, writing, science, and social studies. Traditional public schools are highly
regulated and must track student performance in a certain way (American University, 2020).

White person: A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the
Middle East, or North Africa (United States Census Bureau, 2018).

Organization of the Remainder of the Study

Chapter 2 includes relevant information about the Minnesota Comprehensive
Assessments, achievement gap, critical race theory, public charter schools, and changes in
educational needs. Chapter 3 describes research procedures, limitations, and methodologies.
Finally, Chapter 4 reveals the findings, and Chapter 5 discusses implications and

recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

The literature review provides background research on the Minnesota Comprehensive
Assessment test, the historical significance of the achievement gap between student groups, and
potential causes of the achievement gap. More specifically, this chapter outlines the theoretical
framework for the research study. Critical race theory identifies how race and public policy have
impacted education and contributed to the development and continuation of the achievement gap
(Sawschuck, 2021). Finally, public charter schools and student educational needs are discussed.
Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment

The Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment (MCAS) encompass a set of standardized
assessments employed by educational stakeholders including leaders, administrators, educators,
and parents, with the intention of evaluating students' academic progress and ensuring adherence
to the educational mandates stipulated by Minnesota (Minnesota Department of Education,
2018a). Attainment of the state-established benchmarks is instrumental in ascertaining eligibility
and placement of students within Minnesota's state universities (Minnesota Department of
Education, 2018b). As a means to guarantee the fulfillment of graduation prerequisites for
public-school students in Minnesota, the state legislature enacted a series of measures in 1995,
which subsequently led to the inception of the initial iterations of the MCAs (Minnesota
Department of Education, 2018b).

For children in the third, fifth, and seventh grades, the Minnesota legislature developed a
model of testing and accountability in 1997 (Minnesota Department of Education, 2018a). This
plan established a standard for using statewide tests to evaluate all Minnesota students in that
particular grade. The MCAs were further expanded in 2004 and 2006 to include math and

reading assessments for all third through eighth-grade students, science assessments for fifth and
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eighth-grade children, and standardized tests for reading in tenth grade and math in eleventh
grade (Minnesota Department of Education, 2018a).

Several revisions were made to the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments between
2006 and 2018 specifically for children receiving support for their English as a second language
and special education services. A variety of accommodations were offered to students with
individualized educational programming (IEP) plans and English language learners who took the
assessing comprehension and communication in English state-to-state (ACCESS) exam to gauge
English language ability (Minnesota Department of Education, 2018a).

Measuring overall school-level and district-level student proficiency on state standards
and potential areas, or strands, for growth is another function of the MCAs (Minnesota
Department of Education, 2022). Schools receive school-wide, disaggregated, and individual
student MCA results (Minnesota Department of Education, 2018b). Aggregated and
disaggregated MCA results are a public record of school and district performance. They are
accessible to the general public through the Minnesota Department of Education’s Report Card
Website (Minnesota Department of Education, 2018c). Disaggregated reports show achievement
discrepancies between various student groups (Minnesota Department of Education, 2018¢c).

MCAs are not designed to be the exclusive or definitive measure of students' educational
advancement. Instead, they are considered as part of a comprehensive array of data points
utilized by schools and districts to inform evidence-based decision-making processes (MDE,
2021). By incorporating the MCASs as a component of a broader assessment framework,
educational institutions can gain valuable insights into the effectiveness of their instructional
practices, curriculum design, and overall educational policies (MDE, 2021). The inclusion of

multiple data sources helps ensure a more comprehensive and holistic understanding of students'
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progress, enabling educators to make informed adjustments and improvements to enhance
learning outcomes (MDE, 2021).

Schools are encouraged to use the MCA results of the students to enhance classroom
teaching and learning and identify general strengths and weaknesses in curriculum and
instruction. For example, it is possible to identify the areas where students excel and use that
information to reinforce the methods for using the skills-specific teaching strategies. Conversely,
it may be determined that areas where students perform poorly must be improved by adding
more instruction time or changing the curriculum (MDE, 2021). District-level administrators can
monitor and capitalize on data trends to identify professional development needs (MDE, 2021).

Science, reading, and mathematics MCA scores are not meant to be factored in course
grades or students’ grade point averages (GPA). Each student obtains a MCA score that falls into
one of four achievement levels: Does Not Meet the Standards, Partly Meets the Standards, Meets
the Standards, and Exceeds the Standards. Students who reach the Meets and Exceeds levels are
regarded as proficient in the knowledge, skills, and abilities listed in the Academic Standards
(MDE, 2021). Students who reach the Does Not Meet the Standards, Partly Meets the Standards,
or choose not to take the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments (MCAS) are categorized as not
proficient in the knowledge, skills, and abilities listed in the Academic Standards (Rosell, 2021).
Academic Achievement Gap

The composition of student populations in schools has undergone significant changes
over time, and this trend is expected to continue (Byrd, 2020; Howard & Navarro, 2016). It is
predicted that there will be a 7% decline in the number of White students attending public
schools by 2028. In contrast, the proportion of Black and Hispanic students are expected to

increase by 9%. Additionally, there is an anticipated 51% rise in the number of students
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belonging to two or more races (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). Given the
continued growth of diversity in public schools, the achievement gap may continue to widen
unless there are interventions aimed at restructuring the public school system.

American education relies on high stakes testing and data to determine success (Supovitz,
2021). Yet, the results of standardized test scores show that Minnesota has one of the country’s
largest achievement gaps between Black and White students. In particular, Minnesota has a
significant gap in reading and math scores between White students and Black students on the
MCAs, a gap that has largely remained unchanged at around 30% in the last 50 years
(Grunewald & Nath, 2019). Despite numerous policies and school reforms implemented with the
aim to reduce the achievement gap between student groups, there has been little to no sign of the
educational achievement gap dissipating (Howard, 2010). Table 1 shows that Minnesota’s
achievement gap between student subgroups is wider than the national average based on the
percentage of students proficient in reading. Reading was selected because it is a key factor in
students’ ability to learn and achieve in subsequent grades (Grunewald & Nath, 2019).
Table 1

National Achievement Gap Average Compared to Minnesota

Grade Level Black-White Achievement Gaps

U.S. Avg. MN
4 26% 30%
8 27% 36%

Note. From A statewide crisis: Minnesota’s education achievement gaps. Grunewald, R., &
Nath, A. (2019). Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis.
Causes of the Achievement Gap

A large portion of the academic achievement gap may be generally attributed to

opportunities, or lack thereof, even though precise causes can differ depending on demographic
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groups, geographic location, and socioeconomic situations (Johnston, 2011). According to
historical data, non-White students in America receive a disproportionately smaller share of
advanced academic opportunities compared to White students (Grishom & Redding, 2016). For
instance, even though Black students comprised 16.7% of the student body in 2009, only 9.8%
participated in gifted and talented programs (Grishom & Redding, 2016). Similarly, there is a
disparity of Black students taking Advanced Placement courses compared to White students
(Banales et al., 2019).

In addition to the establishment of choice schools, there are other factors contributing to
the observed outcomes. One such factor is the unequal opportunities available to students and
families in schools, communities, and jurisdictions. For example, access to resources like
libraries, before and after school programs, and summer enrichment opportunities may vary
across different areas (Rothstein, 2013). It has been noted that communities with fewer
opportunities tend to have lower academic achievement compared to their more privileged
counterparts (Rothstein, 2013).

Research conducted by the National Center for Educational Statistics in 2022 found
significant variation in the proportion of students attending high-poverty schools among different
racial and ethnic groups. The study revealed that the highest percentage of students enrolled in
high-poverty schools was among Black students (45%), followed by Hispanic students (43%),
American Indian/Alaska Native students (37%), and Pacific Islander students (25%). In contrast,
the percentage of White students attending high-poverty schools was considerably lower at 8
percent, along with Asian students at 14 percent, and students of two or more races at 17 percent
(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2022). To address racial achievement inequalities, it

is crucial to ensure that all children and families have access to more equitable opportunities
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(Johnson, 2011).

A contributing factor to the achievement gap is the differences in teacher quality. A key
to school improvement is understanding the impact of high-quality instruction on student
outcomes (Slater, 2013). The quality of education professionals differs noticeably between the
upper middle class, primarily White communities, and that of more urban, poorer, and diverse
communities (Goldhaver et al., 2016). Compared to their White, middle-class peers, students in
poverty and students of color are considerably more likely to have teachers with less experience
and fewer advanced degrees (Clotfelter et al., 2005). Students with highly qualified teachers had
better academic gains (Clotfelter et al., 2005). All students’ long-term educational and financial
success depends on their ability to access qualified educators. The achievement gap might start
closing if excellent teachers taught more students of color (Adamson & Darling-Hammond,
2012).

The current education model has traditionally been tailored to the needs of middle to
upper-class White students, which may not be applicable enough for students from other
subgroups, according to Howard (2010). Specifically, the educational needs of culturally and
ethnic minority students are frequently neglected in the current system. This discrepancy is due
to the fact that marginalized families and lower-income families are less likely to have access to
preschool and early childhood education, which is the basis for academic achievement (Howard,
2010).

Furthermore, the achievement gap may reflect the long-standing policies and practices
that have been established within a society that are inherently racist (Howard, 2010). For
instance, the historic segregation of schools along racial lines has led to disparities in access to

quality education, resources, and experienced teachers (Sawchuck, 2021). These inequalities are
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further perpetuated by discriminatory policies and practices such as tracking, which often places
students from marginalized communities into lower-level classes, where they may receive an
inferior education compared to their White counterparts (Sawchuck, 2021).

It is essential to acknowledge and address the impact past policies have had on the
education system (Ray & Gibbons, 2021). This entails implementing policies that actively
promote equity and inclusion, such as improving the quality of education in under-resourced
schools. By ensuring all students have access to a high-quality education that is responsive to
their individual needs, schools can begin to close the achievement gap.

Critical Race Theory

Critical race theory (CRT) aims to demonstrate how racist policies have impacted
educational outcomes in various public systems, including housing, criminal justice, healthcare,
and education (Ray & Gibbons, 2021). The specific policies, such as segregated schools,
underfunding of Black school districts, and discipline discrepancies, that have resulted in unjust
and systemic disparities between Black and White people are examined in CRT (Sawchuck,
2021). Analyzing Minnesota public charter schools and traditional public schools can shed light
on social processes and outcomes within these educational settings (Powers, 2007).

The roots of CRT can be traced back to the 1970s when law professors began
investigating how race and racism have impacted American law and society (Borter, 2021).
According to Copland (2021), CRT promotes academic frameworks that interpret the impact of
past policies on power and oppression in the current society. In education, CRT critiques
persistent inequalities in educational outcomes among student groups and argues that
achievement disparities among racial groups are not due to academic performance but are

manifestations of a public education system that has perpetuated racial inequality from the
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beginning (Owens, 2021).

By examining current injustices, it is possible to address the essential questions about
policy decisions in education that have led to the current situation (Owens, 2021). Traditional
testing, grouping, and funding have continued to be issues that perpetuate the achievement gap
between Black and White students and are a direct result of racist policies, legislation, and
practices that have existed for centuries (Sleeter, 2016; Yeh, 2020).

The application of critical race theory sheds light on the historical and contemporary role
of racism in perpetuating inequities in education, including the achievement gap. The enactment
of Jim Crow Laws in 1874, which institutionalized racial segregation and created a separate
system of education for White and Black students, contributed to disparities in educational
opportunities and outcomes (Brown, 2004b). As a result, African Americans established private
schools and self-taught themselves, often with limited resources and support (Clift, 1986).

The inequities in education were evident in the disparities in the quality of education
received by White and African American students during this time period, yet many individuals
accepted segregation as morally justifiable (Kumar & Hamer, 2012). This demonstrates the deep-
rooted nature of racism in the education system, which continues to have an impact on students
from marginalized communities today.

Racial redlining and zoning are examples of how past policies have contributed to
unequal educational outcomes in today’s youth. In the 1930s, officials from the government
drew lines around places they considered to be poor financial risks, frequently because of the
racial makeup of the population. As a result, banks in those communities stopped approving
mortgage loans for Black people and other people of color. These laws assigned Black people to

only be able to purchase property in some neighborhoods and White people to be able to
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purchase property in other neighborhoods (Mohl, 1987, 2001). Some cities maintained racial
zones in their master plans and awarded construction licenses accordingly (Mohl, 1987, 2001).

Redlining and racial zoning have impacted the academic achievement gap. First, racially
segregated neighborhoods often lack access to high-quality schools and resources that are critical
to academic success, such as experienced teachers, advanced courses, and adequate funding
(Orfield & Lee, 2006). This means that students living in these neighborhoods are more likely to
attend underfunded and under-resourced schools, which can negatively impact their academic
achievement (Orfield & Lee, 2006). Additionally, racial segregation can create a sense of
isolation and marginalization for students of color, leading to feelings of low self-esteem,
decreased motivation, and reduced engagement in school. This can further perpetuate the
achievement gap by limiting opportunities for academic success and perpetuating the cycle of
poverty and inequality (Ogbu, 2003).

In 1954, Brown versus the Board of Education was a landmark court ruling that declared
segregation in education unconstitutional and paved the way for equal academic opportunities for
African American students in the United States (Orfield et al., 2012). However, even nine years
after this ruling, there were still efforts to prevent African American students from enrolling in
institutions of higher education, as evidenced by the actions of the governor of Alabama in trying
to block two African American students from enrolling at the University of Alabama
(Manojlovic, 2017). This highlights the ongoing resistance to desegregation and equal access to
education, even in the face of legal rulings and policies (Logan et al., 2008). It also underscores
the need for continued efforts to address the deep-rooted societal and structural barriers that
contribute to the persistence of the achievement gap.

The United States’ “War on Drugs” a more recent example of policy contributing to
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discrepancies between Black and White citizens. According to the 1986 Anti-Drug Abuse Act,
crack cocaine possession carried heavier penalties than more expensive powder cocaine
possession. As a result, Black Americans are more likely to be found guilty of crack cocaine
possession than White people, contributing to the school-to-prison pipeline and leading, in part,
to the disproportionately high rates of incarceration among Black people in the United States.
According to Vagins and McCurdy (2006), the average federal drug sentences given to Black
defendants were 49% greater than those given to White offenders.

The schools-to-prison pipeline is a pervasive issue where students, particularly students
of color, are pushed out of school and into the criminal justice system. The phenomenon is
driven by a combination of factors, such as zero-tolerance policies, harsh disciplinary practices,
and the over-policing of schools (Garcia & Weiss, 2019). Additionally, the achievement gap,
which is the persistent and significant disparity in academic achievement between different
groups of students, also plays a role in reinforcing the schools-to-prison pipeline (Garcia &
Weiss, 2019).

Students who struggle academically are more likely to be labeled as “troublemakers” and
subjected to disciplinary measures, such as suspension and expulsion (Losen & Skiba, 2010).
This negative labeling can lead to a disengagement from school and eventually dropping out,
which can increase the likelihood of becoming involved in the criminal justice system (Balfanz
& Byrnes, 2012). Students who are not able to attain an education are more likely to engage in
criminal behavior, which can lead to interactions with law enforcement, further reinforcing the
schools-to-prison pipeline and perpetuating the achievement gap (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012).
Ignoring such topics as these denies students part of their history and only increases the

likelihood of race becoming an important topic (Howard, 2010).
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The concentration of students in ethnically and economically similar schools may lead to
a potential reduction in academic achievement. Specifically, the disadvantaged Black children
attending schools in segregated high-poverty communities often reside at a considerable distance
from middle-class neighborhoods (Rothstein, 2014). Multigenerational segregated poverty is a
characteristic of many African American children today, and living in such high-poverty
communities for several generations is an extra barrier to achievement (Rothstein, 2014).
Children in underprivileged areas are more likely to be exposed to crime and violence, and they
experience higher levels of stress that hinder their ability to study (Buka et al., 2001; Burdick-
Will et al., 2010; Farah et al., 2006).

Past segregation policies can still be seen in today’s classrooms. For example, in 1991,
Black children typically attended schools where 35% of their classmates were White and, by
2011, that number had dropped to 28% (Orfield & Frankenberg, 2014; Orfield & Lee, 2006).
Black students typically attended schools where 43% of their classmates had low incomes in
1988 and, by 2006, that number had increased to 59% (Orfield, 2009). Classes comprised of
lower income students tend to be overcrowded and have fewer support systems. Therefore,
teachers must place a greater emphasis on maintaining order and less on instruction, potentially
compromising the academic achievement of all students (Hanushek & Rivkin, 2006).
Public Charter Schools

Public schools that operate as schools of choice are called public charter schools. Public
charter schools represent an alternative educational option for elementary and secondary
education children. For children in kindergarten through twelfth grade, public charter schools
and traditional public schools offer free education and rely on money from the municipal, state,

or federal governments. Both take part in the state’s accountability and testing systems (National



36

Charter School Research Project, 2007).

In Minnesota, the first public charter school opened its doors in 1991. Bluffview
Montessori School in Winona received the first charter, but City Academy in St. Paul opened its
doors on September 7, 1992, to become the first operational public charter school (Minnesota
Association of Charter Schools, 2023). Public charter schools offered a new educational strategy
intended to improve student performance. The public charter school movement has strongly
emphasized recruiting parents of underachieving, low-income students to enroll their children.
Legislators directly impacted educational policies by ensuring that funds were available to
educate low-income families, which was crucial for establishing public charter schools (Vergari,
2007). Charter schools produced smaller class sizes, greater flexibility, more time for one-on-one
instruction, and improved student opportunities (Koonce & Harper, 2005).

Ember Reichgott Junge, a former state senator from Minnesota, was the inspiration
behind the state’s and country’s first public charter school statute (Junge, 2014). Junge aimed to
increase possibilities for K-12 public education by allowing entities other than local school
districts to provide more flexible options outside the current framework. Chartering refers to the
process of granting a public charter to a school. It is neither a building nor a school. Instead, a
different organization has permitted that organization to deliver public education in the way that
best meets the needs of those children (Junge, 2014). In exchange for independence, public
charter school managers agree to be accountable under their performance contract (Junge, 2014).
Public charters must adhere to their performance standards, or the school may close (Junge,
2014). Also, political consideration of cultural understanding and well-developed policies helped
public charter school families (Loveless & Jasin, 1998).

Public charter schools across the nation tend to be more racially and ethnically diverse
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than traditional public schools. Public charter schools historically serve proportionately more
students of color and more students from low-income communities than traditional public
schools (Xu, 2022). In the past 15 years, public charter schools have consistently had a higher
portion of students of color (59.3%) compared to traditional public schools across the nation
(53.4%; Xu, 2022).

The diversity of public charter schools compared to traditional public schools is an
important factor to consider when evaluating their impact on student outcomes. Research has
shown that students who attend racially and ethnically diverse schools have higher academic
achievement and are more likely to develop positive attitudes towards people of different
backgrounds (Gurin et al., 2002). Moreover, attending diverse schools can help reduce prejudice
and improve intergroup relations, both of which are important for creating a more equitable
society (Page-Gould & Mendoza-Denton, 2013).

Overall, understanding the racial and ethnic diversity of public charter schools is essential
for evaluating their impact on students and society as a whole. While there is ongoing debate
about the role of public charter schools in promoting or hindering integration, it is clear that
these schools serve a disproportionate number of students of color and low-income students, and
this diversity should be taken into account when evaluating their effectiveness.

Public charter schools are overwhelmingly located in urban communities where students
of color are the majority student demographic group (National Alliance for Public Charter
Schools, 2012). Public charter schools have the potential to reduce the educational achievement
gap because their greatest gains arise from students with the lowest levels of achievement and
growth (Center for Research on Education Outcomes, 2009, 2013); however, public charter

schools tend to have insufficient access to curricular and co-curricular resources compared to
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traditional public schools due to long standing funding inequality in public education, which may
diminish their impact (Chapman & Donnor, 2015).

The question of whether public charter schools are a new form of segregation has been a
topic of debate in the field of education. Some critics argue that public charter schools can
exacerbate racial and ethnic segregation by drawing students away from traditional public
schools (Frankenberg, Siegel-Hawley, & Wang, 2010). However, others argue that public charter
schools can promote integration by providing families with more educational options and
allowing students to attend schools outside of their assigned district (Welner & Carter, 2013).

Overall, the evidence on whether public charter schools are a new form of segregation is
mixed. While some studies suggest that public charter schools can exacerbate segregation, other
studies suggest that public charter schools can promote integration. It is important for
policymakers to consider the evidence when making decisions about public charter school
policy. However, it is also important to recognize that segregation is a complex issue that cannot
be fully addressed by any one policy or approach (Frankenberg et al., 2010).

According to data from the 2020-2021 academic year, Minnesota public charter schools
enrolled more English language learners (21% versus 7%), low-income students (50% versus
30%), and students of color (61% versus 34%) than the state average. Public charter schools
serve around 1% fewer students who need special education services. In comparison to
Minneapolis Public Schools (MPS), public charter schools in Minneapolis enroll more low-
income children (67% vs 53% for MPS), English language learners (25% versus 18% for MPS),
and students of color (71% versus 63% for MPS; Center for School Change, 2021). Public
charter schools offer opportunities for students to break away from the standardized methods of

traditional education. Public charter schools also offer an alternative educational experience that
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allows student-centered instruction (Junge, 2000). Although there are differences within public
charter schools, the model has the potential to produce results not seen within traditional public
schools.

The design of each public charter school differs. For example, some public charter
schools are run by large educational management groups, while others are independent
organizations. Public charters may be transformed versions of existing public schools and may
vary by how long they have existed. Some public charter schools are brand new, and some public
charter schools have been open for many years. Public charter schools can be approved by
colleges, localities, or nonprofit organizations, while many approvals are by school districts and
state boards of education (National Charter School Research Project, 2007).

There are many types of public charter schools. STEAM public charter schools
intentionally blend science, technology, engineering, the arts, and math (STEAM), as well as the
practices that go along with them, to create a learning environment that is centered on the needs
of the students (Alessi, 2018). In this environment, students investigate problems, come up with
engineering solutions, and build evidence-based explanations of phenomena that occur in the real
world (Alessi, 2018). In project-based public charter schools, student projects are viewed
through the lens of design thinking. Like the scientific method, design thinking is a tried -and-true
approach to investigation and experimentation (Alessi, 2018). At dual language or language
immersion public charter schools, students learn all subjects in English for a portion of the day
and all subjects in the target language for the remainder (Alessi, 2018). By situating the school
inside a stimulating learning environment, such as a museum, place-based public charter schools
engage pupils in the subject matter (Alessi, 2018).

Additionally, Montessori-style education, which has long been popular in preschools, is
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now offered in elementary, middle, and high schools. It is a method of instruction in which every
student might be engaged in individual work on various projects (Alessi, 2018). In
environmentally-focused public charter schools, core skills are taught through the perspective of
learning about the natural world and environmental challenges in classes and in nature (Alessi,
2018).

Online courses given by certified teachers are offered to students via virtual public
charter schools. Virtual public charter schools provide students with specialized, individualized
study plans that let them work at their own pace, spending more time on concepts or subjects that
are difficult, and moving rapidly onto more difficult topics when they are prepared (Chen, 2023).
College preparatory public charter schools place students on a road to success in a global
workforce where it is assumed that everyone will attend college (Yednak, 2022).

As of 2019, America had 7,486 public charter schools with a total enrollment of over
three million students. Additionally, 56% of public charter schools reside in urban areas
(National Charter School Resource Center, 2022). Since the pandemic, America has seen a 7%
increase in enrollment in public charter schools. This number has remained since its initial
increase (Langreo, 2022). Meanwhile, a recent National Alliance for Public Charter Schools
analysis examined enrollment statistics in 41 states and the District of Columbia; public schools
suffered enrollment losses. The analysis found that at least 39 states experienced varying degrees
of growth in public charter enrollment, ranging from less than 1% in Louisiana to almost 78% in
Oklahoma. During the 2020-21 school year, public charters saw their overall enrollment rise by
7%, or close to 240,000 pupils, the highest growth in five years. This number has plateaued and
remained stable since its initial increase (Langreo, 2022). Conversely, public school enrollment

fell by 1.4 million students, or roughly 3.3%, from the 2019-20 school year to the current one
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(National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2022).

The fact that state lawmakers continue to recognize that parents want more options for
their children’s education due to the pandemic may be why pro-public charter school legislation
passed more frequently than expected in 2022 (Ziebarth, 2022). Proposed anti-public charter
legislation was successfully resisted by California, Delaware, and Illinois (Ziebarth, 2022).
Instead, more financing for public charter schools was given to states like Florida, Washington,
New Mexico, Missouri, Massachusetts, Tennessee, and Colorado (Zeibarth, 2022). In addition,
Kentucky passed a bill for permanent funding after passing its first public charter school law in
2017 (Zeibarth, 2022).

Comparing and Contrasting Public Charter Schools and Traditional Public Schools

There are many similarities between public charter schools and traditional public schools.
Despite these similarities, there are numerous distinctions between the two (National Charter
School Resource Center, 2022). Traditional public schools’ teaching environment provide
benefits, but they also present considerable obstacles. Traditional public schools frequently have
full enrollments, which result in bigger class sizes and occasionally crowded learning
environments. Smaller class sizes than those found in regular public schools are a predominant
characteristic of public charter schools (National Charter School Resource Center, 2022).
Smaller class sizes aim to create a close-knit and more attentive atmosphere (Strike, 2010). As a
result, public charter school classes are frequently smaller overall, allowing for more
individualized attention for each student (Carbral, 2019).

However, since some public charter schools cannot afford specialist roles, the investment
in smaller class sizes makes it difficult to provide special education programming services for

students (Bulkley & Fisler, 2003). Public charter schools receive $7,796 less per student on
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average, which results in a funding disparity of 33% (DeAngelis et al., 2021). Finne (2018)
suggested this means charters need to spend their money more wisely. Without the expense of
private schools or the need to relocate, public charter schools provide a way for parents to send
their children to a school that may be a better fit.

Teachers in traditional public schools must also follow government-approved curricula
and have less control over what they teach and how they teach it due to stricter restrictions and a
greater emphasis on testing (American University School of Education, 2020). Traditional public
school teachers may become discouraged due to these restrictions on their professional liberties,
which many perceive as a lack of respect for their expertise and judgment (American University
School of Education, 2020). Traditional public school restrictions can also make the classroom
less enjoyable and creative, lowering teachers’ morale and students’ achievement (American
University School of Education, 2020). Conversely, teachers in public charter schools realized
that they worked in a setting where they were underpaid and more misbehavior was prevalent.
Teachers left certain public charter schools due to the lack of perks and the poorer caliber of
children (Roch & Sai, 2017).

While traditional public schools and public charter schools must answer to governing
bodies, public charter schools are not subject to the exact regulatory requirements as traditional
public schools. For example, traditional public schools and public charter schools must follow
the same regulations regarding state testing, nondiscrimination, health and safety, and the length
of the school year. However, beyond that, public charter schools run independently under
agreements with the institutions that gave each of them a unique charter (American University
School of Education, 2020). Junge (2014) wrote that public charters exchange bureaucracy for

accountability and regulation for results.
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Public charter school academics are also varied. The foundation of public charter schools
was the idea that creative teachers may continuously adjust to the requirements of their students
without being constrained by the rules of traditional public schools (Junge, 2012). However,
compared to traditional public schools, administrators of public charter schools frequently
struggled to adequately oversee all the responsibilities involved in opening new institutions and
meeting the needs of their students. These issues may put overworked teachers in a position
where they are unhappy with their positions, swamped with administrative duties, and forced to
handle demanding workloads (Roch & Sai, 2017).

Changes in Students’ Educational Needs

The modern education model was established around the 1920s and has kept the same
traditional structure (Neufeld, 2015). It took until the 20th century for school attendance to
become customary. Only 14% of Americans over 25 earned their high school diplomas in 1910.
The percentage of students who graduated from high school in 1970 was only 55%, and 90% of
Americans who were 25 years of age or older in 2017 had a high school diploma (Kober et al.,
2020).

Public schools in the early 20™ century were not for all students. Non-White populations
were excluded from schools. When these communities had access to public education, they were
frequently underserved or forced by law or custom to attend separate schools. For example, most
southern states passed legislation banning the instruction of African Americans in reading
(Kober et al., 2020). The purpose for students who did attend school was to generally prepare for
factory jobs (Kober et al., 2020).

Over the years, the purpose of education has evolved from preparing students to become

efficient factory workers to equipping them with the necessary skills to succeed in a rapidly
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changing world. According to Friedman and Manyika (2019), in today’s world, where
information is freely available, the focus of education should shift away from facts and
information to skills that cannot be automated. The authors suggested that education should
focus on fostering skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, creativity, and empathy,
which are essential for the 21st century workforce.

In today’s workforce, right-brain skills such as creativity, imagination, and problem-
solving are becoming more essential than ever before, as left-brain skills like analytical thinking
and logic have become automated (Pink, 2006). This shift in focus has led to a need for
alternative education and non-traditional settings that focus on personalization, interdisciplinary
learning, and student-centered instruction, which have shown promise in reducing the
achievement gap (Neufeld, 2015). However, addressing the achievement gap is not as simple as
implementing more elaborate and demanding versions of existing initiatives (Brown, 2020;
Farkas, 2020). Instead, schools need to be flexible in their delivery of education, providing
educators and leaders with the freedom to meet the instructional needs of their students (Ubben
et al., 2016). By adopting a flexible and personalized approach to education, schools can help
students develop the critical right-brain skills that are increasingly valued in today’s workforce,
while also closing the achievement gap and promoting equity in education (Owens, 2019).

American education is ripe for change (Ward, 2023). COVID-19 caused major
disruptions to the way that education was delivered. History has repeatedly proved that
disruptions, although inconvenient at first, can lead to progress (Christenson et al., 2008).
Shopping, home deliveries, entertainment, and even healthcare have improved because of the
COVID pandemic (Ward, 2023). Although the pandemic was inconvenient and disruptive,

schools need to do the same and use the experience as an opportunity to improve (Ward, 2023).
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Disruptive innovations (such as the pandemic) can cause improvements over time that otherwise
would not have occurred (Christenson et al., 2008). Therefore, the disruptions caused by
COVID-19 make an ideal opportunity to examine the outdated traditional education structure.

One of the significant issues with the traditional education structure is that it creates
standardization and conformity (Giroux, 2011). However, humans are diverse in talents, abilities,
and cultures. Therefore, conformity will ultimately create nonconformists. Individuals who fit
into the system will do well, and those who do not are likely to do poorly (Robinson & Aronica,
2015). The traditional public schools’ education structure has resulted in a considerable
achievement gap between Black and White students; consequently, it is time to examine whether
educational systems, such as public charter schools, can help reverse historic trends and policy.
Organization of the Remainder of the Study

American schools are due for revision, and public charter schools may provide the kinds
of flexibility, smaller class sizes, and individualized attention for students to help them thrive
(Carbral, 2019). The concept that innovative teachers may continuously adapt to their pupils’
needs without being restricted by the regulations of regular public schools serves as the
cornerstone of public charter schools, providing teachers and educational leaders with more
flexibility to reach their learners through experiential learning methods (Carbral, 2019).

In the following sections, Chapter 3 includes this study’s research design, procedures,
instruments, measures, methodologies, limitations, and ethical considerations. Chapter 4 reveals

the findings, and Chapter 5 discusses implications and recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

Introduction

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether Minnesota public charter schools
have a significantly different achievement gap between Black and White students than traditional
Minnesota public schools. Minnesota has one of the worst disparities between Black and White
students on the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment in reading and math (Gruenwald & Nath,
2017). Public charter schools have existed since 1991 (National Charter School Resource Center,
2022); yet, it has not been explored whether or not public charter schools may have an impact on
the achievement gap in Minnesota. Eliminating the longstanding achievement gap between Black
and White students will address long-term gaps in socioeconomic status, mental health, and
college enrollment (American Psychological Association, 2017; Lynch & Oakford, 2014; Ma et
al., 2019).
Research Design

A qualitative, non experimental study was conducted to determine whether Minnesota
public charter schools, as opposed to traditional public schools, have been more effective in
narrowing the achievement gap between Black and White students. This study compared 535
traditional public schools to 45 public charter schools by utilizing publicly available MCA
reading achievement data from the Minnesota Department of Education (2022). The study
further compared 526 traditional public schools to 45 public charter schools by utilizing publicly
available MCA math achievement data from the Minnesota Department of Education (2022).
These data were used to measure the racial achievement gaps between Black and White students
in reading and math standardized assessments. Because not all traditional schools had a sufficient

sample size to report Black and White students” MCA scores, the number of traditional public
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schools varies based upon the MCA test for analysis. No new data were collected because the
study used a non-experimental secondary analysis.
Research Questions and Hypotheses

Two research questions were used to frame this study.

RQ1: Is there a statistically significant difference in the MCA reading proficiency
achievement gap between Black and White students based upon whether they attend Minnesota
public charter schools or Minnesota traditional public schools?

Hol: There is no significant difference in the achievement gap on MCA reading
proficiency between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public schools.

Hal: There is a significant difference in the achievement gap on MCA reading
proficiency between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public schools.

RQ2-Is there a statistically significant difference in the MCA math proficiency
achievement gap between Black and White students based upon whether they attend Minnesota
public charter schools or Minnesota traditional public schools?

Ho2: There is no significant difference in the achievement gap on MCA math proficiency
between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public schools.

Ha2: There is a significant difference in the achievement gap on MCA math proficiency
between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public schools.

Sampling Design

The researcher chose a convenient and purposive sample of schools because of the
characteristics of the variables under investigation. The Minnesota Department of Education
withholds its information from public reporting when student groups do not meet the designated

cell size of 10; for instance, not all schools report MCA scores when numbers are too small for
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race and ethnicity (Minnesota Department of Education, 2022). Since there are so few Black
students in rural Minnesota schools, this study ultimately becomes a study of the difference in
achievement gap between traditional public schools and public charter schools in urban and
suburban areas.

Table 2

Number of Schools Meeting Criteria by School Type for MCA Reading

Traditional public schools Public charter schools
School Classification Count Count Valid N % Count Count Valid N %

Elementary Schools 293 57.7% 29 64.4%
Middle Schools 116 22.8% 5 11.1%
Junior High 5 0.90% 6 13.3%
Senior High 75 14.8% 4 8.9%
Combined 5 0.90% 1 2.2%
Area Learning Centers 1 0.20% 0 0.0%
(ALCs)

Distance Learning 13 2.6% 0 0.0%
Programs

Table 3

Number of Schools Meeting Criteria by School Type for MCA Math

Traditional public schools Public charter schools
School Classification  Count Count Valid N % Count Count Valid N %
Elementary Schools 295 58.8% 29 46.0
Middle Schools 116 23.2% 5 7.9%
Junior High 5 0.9% 17 27.0%
Senior High 66 13.2% 1 1.5%
Combined 5 0.9% 6 9.5%
Area Learning Centers 3 0.5% 4 6.3%
(ALCs)
Distance Learning 11 2.2% 1 1.5%

Programs
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Instrumentation

The MCASs served as the study’s instrument. The MCAs are the standardized assessments
used by the State of Minnesota to satisfy the federal Every Students Succeeds Act (2015). The
data are available to the public to download in an Excel spreadsheet from the Minnesota
Department of Education Data Center. The data are organized by multiple rows per school,
district, grade level, and school type. The MCAs have undergone validity and reliability testing
(Minnesota Department of Education, 2017). These tests gauge students’ knowledge and skills
per the educational requirements set forth by Minnesota (Minnesota Department of Education,
2019).

The following assessment ratings are available for students in the reading and math
assessments:

* Does Not Meet the Achievement Standards

* Partially Meets the Achievement Standards

* Meets the Achievement Standards

* Exceeds the Achievement Standards
When a student achieves a “Meets the Achievement Standards”™ or “Exceeds the Achievement
Standards”, they are deemed “proficient” (Minnesota Department of Education, 2014); therefore,
this study’s “proficiency” designation was applied as the primary designator for the study. To
calculate the dependent variable, the researcher used the percent of Black and White students in
each school who were proficient in math and reading MCAs.
Variables

This study was a secondary analysis of existing data: the 2022 MCA reading data from

535 traditional public schools and 45 public charter schools and Minnesota Comprehensive
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Assessment (MCA) math data from 526 traditional public schools to 45 public charter schools.
The dependent variables for this analysis were the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment
proficiency achievement gaps for math and reading for these schools’ White and Black students.
Minnesota has one of the largest overall disparities between Black and White students in the
nation (Gruenwald & Nath, 2017). Disparities in educational achievement rates translate into
further discrepancies later in life, as Minnesota has the worst gaps in the nation for Black and
White income, home ownership, and enrollment in postsecondary education (Horowitz et al.,
2021).

MCA reading tests are taken in third, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, and tenth grades
and MCA math tests are taken in third, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, and eleventh grades
(Minnesota Department of Education, 2022). The independent variable for the study was whether
the school was a traditional public school or public charter school in Minnesota. The type of
school was provided by the Minnesota Department of Education, which classifies districts into
11 different types: public operating elementary and secondary independent districts, non-
operating common school districts, special school districts, intermediate school districts,
integration districts, charter schools, state schools or academies, education districts,
miscellaneous cooperative districts, special education and/or vocational cooperative districts, and
telecommunications districts. The study included only the schools that had district classifications
of public operating elementary and secondary independent districts and charter schools.

Data Collection Procedure

MCA data were disaggregated by year (2022), subject (i.e., mathematics and reading),

grade level for reading (i.e., third, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, and tenth), grade level for

math (i.e., third, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, and eleventh) and Black and White student
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groups for schools that met the required cell size. If a student group consists of fewer than 10
students, data are not provided in reports on the MDE website (Minnesota Department of
Education, 2022). If a student received a score of Meets the Achievement Standards or Exceeds
the Achievement Standards, they were classified as proficient.

Data Analysis

Data analysis will examine the average proficiency results of all grades on the reading
and math MCA exams. White students’ proficiency rating minus Black student proficiency
rating on MCA math and reading were calculated for each of the traditional public schools and
the public charter schools for MCA tests that were administered in 2022. The mean proficiency
gaps were then calculated to represent the overall proficiency gap between Black and White
students on MCA math and reading tests across all grade levels.

Two separate independent t-test models were used to analyze the data. This study
examined whether the mean differences between Black and White students’ math and reading
MCA scores (the educational achievement gap) were statistically different between those who
attended traditional public schools and those who attended public charter schools. The average
racial achievement gaps in proficiency for White and Black students in the schools served as the
dependent variables. The type of school evaluated, public charter or traditional public schools,
was the independent variable. A Cohen’s d value was calculated to measure the effect size of the
differences between traditional public schools” and public charter schools’ Black-White student
educational achievement gap.

The purpose of a t-test analysis, the main indicator for the study, is to inform the
researcher whether mean differences are statistically significant (p < 0.05). A t-test is a valuable

tool for comparing two comparable populations with a single difference. In addition, a t-test can
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quantify the statistical significance of a difference between two populations, which is frequently
used to assess a program’s effectiveness (Siegle, 2022). Public schools, both charter and
traditional schools, were compared for this study.

Cohen’s d is a practical application to measure the effect size of a t-test. The most
significant finding of empirical investigations is the effect size, which emphasize and convey the
conclusions’ real-world relevance. Effect sizes are helpful since they make cumulative science
easier. The sample size for follow-up research or comparing the effects of several studies can be
determined using effect sizes (Lakens, 2013). The effect size was calculated using Cohen’s d test
for each analysis. Effect sizes are frequently described as being small (d = 0.2), medium (d =
0.5), and high (d = 0.8) based on suggested benchmarks. First, the mean difference in the
achievement gap in reading and math in public charter and traditional public schools was
calculated. Then, the result was divided by the combined standard deviation to yield Cohen’s d
(Lakens, 2013).

Limitations of Methodology

The first limitation is the unidentified number of students excluded from the results
because of personally identifiable information. Besides a student’s name or student identification
number, personally identifiable information can also refer to individual combinations of
demographic data like gender, age, and race/ethnicity that, because of the limited number, may
allow an individual to be identified. The data have been de-identified and designated as available
to the public after personally identifiable information is successfully removed. De-identified data
cannot individually identify any student contained in a single report, from information combined
from numerous reports, or the comparison of MDE reports with publicly available data

(Minnesota Department of Education, 2022). The limitation resulted in much fewer schools in
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the sample than are in Minnesota; for instance, Minnesota has 1,377 traditional public schools
and 214 public charter schools, and over half of each school type was eliminated from the final
sample because schools were unable to report either White or Black students’ MCA proficiency
in reading or math.

In its public reports, MDE does not provide information on specific students. Instead,
groups of students in a particular grade at a specific school are reported. This process is referred
to as summary data or aggregate reporting. Additionally, MDE withholds its information from
public reporting when a student organization is limited to prevent us from accidentally disclosing
personally identifiable information (PI1) about specific students. The term for this is primary
suppression. Data are typically not published in reports on the MDE website if a student group
has fewer than 10 students (Minnesota Department of Education, 2022). Reporting on other
BIPOC racial groups such as Hispanic, American Indian, Asian, Pacific Islander, and Middle
Eastern significantly reduces the number of qualifying schools. In order for the analysis to work,
subgroups have to match in each school to get a mean value representing the gap. For example in
public charter schools, only 19 schools reported for American Indian students. In this scenario
the overall public charter school sample would drop to 19, which is too small for a final analysis.

The second limitation is students who opt out of taking the MCA. Prior to the COVID-19
pandemic, an average of 98% of students participated in MCA exams; however, in 2021, only
77% of students in Minnesota participated in the MCAs (Heier, 2021). In 2022, 3% of students
did not participate in the MCAs (Minnesota Department of Education, 2022). Participation in the
MCAs is a parent/guardian or students’ choice. Missing data from opting out of state
examinations can positively or negatively impact teacher evaluations and school performance.

The results of an assessment may indicate that a teacher or school needs to improve if a
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sufficient number of high-achieving students opt out of participation (Beaver et al., 2014). It is
impossible to determine how many opt-outs it would take to move the accountability scale from
proficient to needing improvement because it depends on other aspects, including the teacher or
school baseline level of effectiveness (Beaver et al., 2014). Opting out of assessments deprives
the accountability system of information because of the emphasis on the significance of
standardized test results in school accountability. Denying the system access to the data leads to
incorrect or unreliable assumptions about the competence of instructors and institutions (Rosell,
2021).

A third limitation is the limited time frame of the study. Results from the 2022 MCA
were used in the study. More longitudinal studies over multiple years would help aid in trends
and outcomes.

A fourth limitation is the MCA. Over the years, state-mandated tests have come under
increased scrutiny, with many challenging their validity, usefulness, and value for students’
education (Center on Standards and Assessments Implementation, 2016). Also, since
standardized tests are frequently used to evaluate student performance and guide educational
initiatives, test takers may experience stress as a result of their importance (Heissel et al., 2019).
During the week of high-stakes standardized testing, cortisol levels in students often increase by
15% (Heissel et al., 2019). Heissel et al. also discovered that students from communities with
higher poverty rates experience larger cortisol surges. A similar increase or reduction in cortisol
is linked to a 0.4 standard deviation decline in test results (Heissel et al., 2019).

Other possible indicators may be studied to determine growth and advancement in
addition to MCA tests, which are not the only significant academic measure currently in use. As

a result, it is feasible that alternate growth and achievement indicators would produce different
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findings.
Ethical Considerations

The researcher obtained Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) certification
(Appendix A). According to the CITI framework, researchers should continuously be aware of
the study’s consequences and how they may affect the institution, families, and children.
Therefore, no identifying information is provided in the study’s findings to reduce potential harm
to districts, schools, and students. The Minnesota Report Card site identifies schools and districts
by name; however, students’ names are not identified.

The Belmont Report mentioned ethical guidelines for researchers (1979), including
recommendations for researchers on how to safeguard participants’ welfare. The Belmont Report
also emphasized the significance of getting participants’ agreement. Participant agreement is
gathered on the Minnesota Report Card website of the Minnesota Department of Education,
which is used for public statistics. No identifiable data from the 2022 MCA scores are publicly
available on the Minnesota Department of Education website (Minnesota Department of
Education, 2019). Therefore, confidentiality was protected in this study. Due to the methods used
for data analysis, permission for specific data is not required. The researcher retained an expert
quantitative methodologist to avoid influencing the conclusions (Creswell, 2018). When writing
the findings, it was crucial to neither suppress, misrepresent, or manufacture findings to meet the
researcher’s or audience’s demands (Creswell, 2018).

Research must be conducted ethically. The researcher completed CITI’s social science
research ethics course (Appendix A). Additionally, Bethel University acquired IRB permission
before this study’s completion, which was received by the researcher on April 4th, 2023

(Appendix B)
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Chapter 4: Results

Introduction

The goal of this study was to determine whether the achievement gap between Black and
White students differs significantly between Minnesota public charter schools and traditional
Minnesota public schools. Two separate independent t-test models were used to analyze the data.
This study examined whether the mean differences between Black and White students’ math and
reading MCA scores (the educational achievement gap) were statistically different between those
who attended traditional public schools and those who attended public charter schools. A
Cohen’s d value was calculated to measure the effect size of the differences between traditional
public schools’ and public charter schools’ Black-White student achievement gap. This chapter
contains a discussion of the descriptive and inferential analyses results.
Discussion of the Sample

The participants in this study consisted of school districts that underwent the MCA in the
year 2022. The MCA reading tests were administered to students in grades three, four, five, six,
seven, eight, and ten, while the MCA math tests were conducted in grades three, four, five, six,
seven, eight, and eleven (Minnesota Department of Education, 2022). The research employed a
secondary analysis approach utilizing existing data, specifically the 2022 MCA reading data
from 535 traditional public schools and 45 public charter schools, as well as the MCA math data
from 526 traditional public schools and 45 public charter schools. The categorization of schools
was provided by the Minnesota Department of Education, which classifies districts into eleven
distinct types encompassing public operating elementary and secondary independent districts,
non-operating common school districts, special school districts, intermediate school districts,

integration districts, charter schools, state schools or academies, education districts,
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miscellaneous cooperative districts, special education and/or vocational cooperative districts, and
telecommunications districts. The study solely included charter schools and public operating
elementary and secondary independent districts as eligible schools for analysis.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

Two research questions framed this study.

RQ1: Is there a statistically significant difference in the MCA reading proficiency
achievement gap between Black and White students based upon whether they attend Minnesota
public charter schools or Minnesota traditional public schools?

Hol: There is no significant difference in the achievement gap on MCA reading
proficiency between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public schools.

Hal: There is a significant difference in the achievement gap on MCA reading
proficiency between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public schools.

RQ2: Is there a statistically significant difference in the MCA math proficiency
achievement gap between Black and White students based upon whether they attend Minnesota
public charter schools or Minnesota traditional public schools?

Ho2: There is no significant difference on the achievement gap in MCA math proficiency
between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public schools.

Ha2: There is a significant difference on the achievement gap in MCA math proficiency
between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public schools.

Descriptive Statistics

In reviewing the numbers of Black and White students who had reported test results by

public charter and traditional public schools, the descriptive statistics demonstrated that public

charter schools tended to have smaller ratios in student demographics compared to traditional
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public schools. In addition, public charter schools tend to have lower enroliment numbers
compared to traditional public schools. The average number of White students who took the
MCA math or reading tests in traditional public schools tended to be close to five times the
average number of Black students tested in traditional public schools (Table 2). However, the
average number of White students who took the MCA math or reading tests in public charter
schools tended to be close to double the average number of Black students tested in public
charter schools.

Table 4

Number of Black and White Students Who Completed MCAs by School Type

Charter Schools Traditional Charter Traditional
Reading MCA  Public Schools  Schools Math ~ Public Schools
Reading MCA MCA Math MCA
mean range mean range mean range mean  range
Black Students 4445 10-397 39.50 10-372 43.56 10-395 38.53 10-370
White Students 85.55 10-676 152.96 10-1,611 83.52 10-663 146.49 10-1,598

Additionally, in reviewing the descriptive statistics for the percent of Black and White
students who tested proficient in reading and math, the results suggested that White students
tended to have higher rates of proficiency than Black students regardless of whether they
attended public charter schools or traditional public schools (Table 3). White students tended to
have higher proficiency rates for reading and math at public charter schools and traditional
public schools, respectively. Black students tended to have higher proficiency rates for reading
and math at public charter schools compared to traditional public schools. The gaps appear to be
highest in traditional public schools for math, followed by traditional schools for reading, public
charter schools for reading, and public charter schools for math.

Table 5

Number of Black and White Students Who Were Proficient on MCAs by School Type
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Charter Schools Traditional Charter Traditional
Reading MCA  Public Schools  Schools Math  Public Schools
Reading MCA MCA Math MCA
% SD % SD % SD % SD
Black Students 39.70 19.41 3510 1545 26.47 21.13 26.26 16.89
White Students 62.20 17.49 6150 1331 4822 23.19 56.08 18.19
Achievement Gap 22.50 18.05 2640 1523 21.74 16.86 29.82 14.83

Research Question One

The first research question was, “Is there a statistically significant difference on the MCA
reading proficiency achievement gap between Black and White students based upon whether
they attend Minnesota public charter schools or Minnesota traditional public schools?* The
researcher used an independent samples t-test to answer the question. There are several
assumptions of t-tests: the data are continuous, the independent variables used independent
samples, the data have been randomly sampled, there is homogeneity of variance (e.g., the
variability between teachers who did and did not have a mentor was similar) and the distribution
is approximately normal (Field, 2009). The dependent variables were continuous in this study,
and the schools used in the study were only classified as traditional public schools or public
charter schools (so the independent variable had two independent groups). The data were not
randomly sampled but were instead provided by all schools in Minnesota. The Levene’s (1960)
test for homogeneity of variance suggested that the variances were not equal across the groups (p
> 0.05), which is described below. Therefore, the researcher determined that most assumptions
for t-tests were met for the first research question, and proper steps were completed when
assumptions were not met.

The results of an independent sample t-test suggested that there were statistically
significant (p < 0.05) differences in the MCA reading test achievement gap between public

charter schools and traditional public schools. The results of the Levene’s (1960) test for equality
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of variances was statistically significant (p = 0.004), so the results were interpreted for equal
variances not assumed. The results suggest that public charter schools had a significantly lower
achievement gap compared to traditional public schools, t(1, 1,517) = 2.186, p < 0.05 (Table 4).
The effect size of the difference, as measured by Cohen’s d, suggested the differences were small
(d =0.252). Thus, the researcher rejected the null hypothesis.

Table 6

Results of Independent Samples t-Test for MCA Reading Test Proficiency Gap

Charter Traditional
Schools Public Schools
M SD M SD 95% ClI df t p d

Achievement Gap 2250 18.05 26.40 15.23 0.87,6.92 1,517 2.186 0.015 0.252

Research Question Two

The second research question was, “Is there a statistically significant difference in the
MCA math proficiency achievement gap between Black and White students based upon whether
they attend Minnesota public charter schools or Minnesota traditional public schools?“ The
researcher used an independent samples t-test to answer the question. The dependent variables
were continuous in this study and the schools used in the study were only classified as traditional
public schools or public charter schools (so the independent variable had two independent
groups). The data were not randomly sampled but were instead provided by all schools in
Minnesota. The Levene’s (1960) test for homogeneity of variance suggested that the variances
were not equal across the groups (p > 0.05), which is described below. Therefore, the researcher
determined that most assumptions for t-tests were met for the second research question, and
proper steps were completed when assumptions were not met (Field, 2009).

The results of an independent sample t-test suggested that there were statistically

significant (p < 0.05) differences in the MCA math achievement gap between public charter
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schools and traditional public schools. The results of the Levene’s test for equality of variances
were statistically significant (p < 0.001), so the results were interpreted for equal variances not
assumed. The results suggested that public charter schools had a significantly lower achievement
gap compared to traditional public schools, t(1, 1,493) = 4.877, p < 0.001 (Table 5). The effect
size of the difference, as measured by Cohen’s d, suggested the differences are moderate (d =
0.539). Thus, the researcher rejected the null hypothesis.

Table 7

Results of Independent Samples t-Test for MCA Math Test Proficiency Gap

Charter Traditional
Schools Public Schools
M SD M SD 95% ClI df t p d

Achievement Gap 21.74 16.86 29.82 14.83 5.16,10.99 1,493 4.877 <0.001 0.539

In summation, the researcher rejected the null hypothesis one as results suggested public
charter schools had a significantly lower achievement gap between Black and White students on
the MCA reading compared to traditional public schools in 2022. Null hypothesis two is also
rejected. The results suggested that public charter schools had a significantly lower achievement
gap between Black and White students on the MCA math compared to traditional public schools
(Table 6).

Table 8

Overview of Results

Null Hypotheses Conclusion Test p Summary
Hol: There is no significant difference Reject t-test  <0.05 The researcher rejects
on the achievement gap on MCA null hypothesis one as
reading proficiency between Minnesota results suggest charter
charter schools and Minnesota schools had a
traditional public schools. significantly lower

achievement gap
between Black and
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White students on the
MCA reading
compared to traditional
public schools

Ho2: There is no significant difference Reject t-test <0.05 The research rejects
on the achievement gap on MCA math null hypothesis two as
proficiency between Minnesota charter results suggest charter
schools and Minnesota traditional schools had a

public schools. significantly lower

achievement gap
between Black and
White Students on the
MCA math compared
to traditional public
schools.

Summary of Findings

The persistent disparity in academic achievement rates between Black and White students
is a well-documented issue (Hanushek et al., 2019). It is crucial to investigate whether alternative
school models can help address this gap. Thus, the aim of this study was to compare the
achievement gap between traditional Minnesota public schools and Minnesota public charter
schools. The findings suggested that public charter schools may be more inclusive and diverse
than traditional public schools. Despite this, the data indicates that White students consistently
outperform Black students, regardless of school type. However, the study also found that public
charter schools exhibited significantly lower achievement gap rates between Black and White
students in MCA math and reading tests, compared to traditional public schools. These results
indicated that public charter schools could be a promising alternative for reducing the

achievement gap between Black and White students.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations
Overview of Study

The goal of this study was to determine whether the achievement gap between Black and
White students differed significantly between Minnesota public charter schools and traditional
Minnesota public schools. The reading and math proficiency gaps between Black and White
students in Minnesota are among the greatest in the nation (Gruenwald & Nath, 2017). Despite
the fact that public charter schools have been around since 1991 (National Charter School
Resource Center, 2022), it has not been determined whether or not they may have an impact on
Minnesota’s achievement gap. Long-standing disparities in socioeconomic status, mental health,
and college enrollment may be addressed through closing the achievement gap between Black
and White children (American Psychological Association, 2017; Lynch & Oakford, 2014; Ma et
al., 2019).

Research Questions

Two research questions framed this study.

RQ1: Is there a statistically significant difference in the MCA reading proficiency
achievement gap between Black and White students based upon whether they attend Minnesota
public charter schools or Minnesota traditional public schools?

RQ2: Is there a statistically significant difference in the MCA math proficiency
achievement gap between Black and White students based upon whether they attend Minnesota
public charter schools or Minnesota traditional public schools?

Hypotheses
There were two null hypotheses and two alternative hypotheses (four total) proposed

within the study. Null hypothesis one and two were both rejected.
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Null Hypotheses One: There is no significant difference in the achievement gap on MCA
reading proficiency between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public
schools.

Alternative Hypotheses One: There is a significant difference in the achievement gap on
MCA reading proficiency between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota trad itional
public schools.

Null Hypothesis Two: There is no significant difference in the achievement gap on MCA
math proficiency between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public
schools.

Null Hypothesis Two: There is a significant difference on the achievement gap on MCA
math proficiency between Minnesota public charter schools and Minnesota traditional public
schools.

Discussion of Results

The data analysis found that Minnesota public charter schools have a significantly
smaller achievement gap (p < 0.05) between Black and White students on both the MCA reading
and math assessments. The effect size of the difference suggested the differences are small (d =
0.252) for reading. However, the effect size of the difference suggested the differences are
moderate (d = 0.539) for math.

While those results are encouraging, the disparities between Black and White students in
MCA proficiency rates are still evident in the data. Regardless of whether White students
attended public charter schools or traditional public schools, White students had higher
proficiency than Black students on both the MCA reading and math assessments. Black students

who attended public charter schools showed higher levels of proficiency in the MCA reading
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assessment than Black students who attended traditional schools (39.70% compared to 35.10%).
However, Black students who attended public charter schools showed relatively even levels of
proficiency in the MCA math assessment compared with Black students who attended traditional
schools (26.47% compared to 26.26%).

One potential explanation for the lower achievement gap rates observed in public
charter schools is their greater autonomy and flexibility in decision-making, allowing them to
tailor their educational programs to the specific needs of their student populations (National
Charter School Research Project, 2007). Public charter schools are often given more freedom to
experiment with innovative instructional practices and curricula that better meet the needs of
diverse learners (National Charter School Research Project, 2007). This flexibility may allow
public charter schools to offer more individualized attention to struggling students and more
advanced instruction to high-achieving students, which could help to reduce the achievement gap
between Black and White students. Furthermore, public charter schools may attract teachers who
are more committed to addressing issues of equity and diversity in education, which could
further contribute to the smaller achievement gaps observed in these schools (Strike, 2010).

It is common for students to start doing better in school when they find topics relevant
and rewarding to them (Friedman & Manyika, 2019). Connecting meaning and relationships to
one’s education is critical for future success (Friedman & Manyika, 2019). Therefore providing a
choice such as a specific public charter school may help students find a learning environment
unique to one’s circumstance. Within the context of education, critical race theory (CRT)
criticizes traditional approaches to schooling that may perpetuate racial inequality and
marginalization. CRT argues that traditional education systems have historically and

systematically disadvantaged students of color, and that race-based inequities continue to exist in
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contemporary educational institutions (Ladson-Billings, 1998).

Regarding public charter schools specifically, CRT analyzes the ways in which these
schools impact the educational experiences of students of color (Wong, 2019). CRT may
question whether public charter schools effectively address the systemic issues that have
historically disadvantaged students of color, or whether they simply reproduce existing power
structures and educational inequities (Wong, 2019). CRT may examine the ways in which public
charter schools prioritize certain forms of knowledge and how this affects the educational
outcomes of students from different racial backgrounds (Wong, 2019). Overall, CRT offers a
theoretical lens for analyzing the ways in which race and racism intersect with education policy
and practice.

Critical race theory is the idea that U.S. systems such as education, housing, criminal
justice, and healthcare are embedded with laws, policies, and regulations that produce different
outcomes according to race (Ray & Gibbons, 2021). Despite recent legislative efforts to outlaw
critical race theory (Ray & Gibbons, 2021), educators should be committed to supporting
students in exploring the structures in which all work and live to create a better future for all
(Alvarez, 2021). Effective laws should encourage openness, promote free speech, and explore
educational opportunities (Copland, 2021). Public charter schools may support the ideas of
critical race theory by providing a school choice option that differs from a traditional structure
that has shown persistent inequalities and educational outcomes amongst student groups.
Implications for Practice

The results of this study demonstrated that the achievement gap between Black and
White students is significantly lower at public charter schools compared to traditional schools. In

comparison to the state average, Minnesota public charter schools enrolled more English
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language learners (21% versus 7%), low-income children (50% versus 30%), and students of
color (61% versus 34%). In comparison to Minneapolis Public Schools (MPS) public charter
schools enroll more low-income students (67% versus 53% for MPS), English language learners
(25% versus 18% for MPS), and students of color (71% versus 63% for MPS) than MPS (Center
for School Transformation, 2021). Although public charter schools are more diverse and differ
from one another, the concept can potentially yield outcomes not found in conventional public
schools (Hassell, 2011). Districts may use the findings to improve services to underserved
groups and close individual achievement gaps by acknowledging that diverse student populations
may have better results in non-traditional settings. This would reinforce the benefit that public
charter schools provide.

Public charter schools offer the freedom to design innovative learning environments
outside of the typical schools” departmental structure (Christianson, 2008). There has been an
ongoing need in education for creative schools to be established outside of traditional districts
(Christianson, 2008). Finding educational models that fulfill the needs of certain students could
be solved through public charter schools. All students in a particular geographic area are targeted
by traditional schools, yet not every student has the same set of circumstances in their life
(Christiansen, 2008). The need for creative schools has only increased as student diversity has
increased (Byrd, 2020; Howard & Navarro, 2016).

Test score gaps imply that traditional school models have become increasingly rigid and
cannot accommodate various students (Christiansen, 2008). Public charter schools have the
potential to match student needs with the appropriate school type regardless of geographic
location (Charlton, 2021). Districts should view public charter schools as an opportunity to

create appropriate options for a student’s specific situation (Christiansen, 2008). Achievement
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results of charter schools may influence districts to create school choice options, such as magnet
schools, of their own. A magnet school, according to the U.S. Department of Education (2018),
is a public elementary school, public secondary school, public elementary education center, or
public secondary education center that provides a unique curriculum that draws large numbers of
students from various racial backgrounds. In order to desegregate racially segregated schools or
to lessen racial isolation in a district or consortia of districts, magnet schools draw students
across traditional school boundaries with innovative curricula. Innovative, theme-based
curriculum used in magnet schools may emphasize particular disciplines, like the visual and
performing arts or STEM subjects. They may also use instructional approaches, such dual
language, the Montessori method, or International Baccalaureate programs (U.S. Department of
Education, 2018).

When the early 1900s saw the priority of universal education, geographic categorization
of schools made sense (Kober et al., 2020). Children had to be sent to schools that were close to
home because there were not many cars or public transportation options (Christiansen, 2008).
Nonetheless, many schools continue to operate under the implicit assumption that students are
best served within a given geographic region (Christiansen, 2008); however, this study suggests
the idea that public charter schools have the potential to match students’ needs with the
appropriate school type regardless of geographic location. Thus, families should be allowed
access and transportation to a public charter school that meets the students' individual needs.

This study highlights the limitations of the conventional school model in accommodating
various students. The test score gaps imply that the traditional public school model has become
increasingly rigid and cannot adequately serve the needs of all students, which is especially true

for students from historically marginalized groups who continue to experience persistent
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achievement gaps.

Not everyone is a good fit for public charter schools. Instead, they are intended for
particular groups of students who have not done well in traditional schools (Christiensen, 2008).
One of the few strategies for school reform is differentiation. Legislatures should not put effort
into a single educational model that is designed for all students (Office of Legislative Auditor,
2010). Policymakers can use the findings of this study to inform decisions and improve
educational services for underserved groups. They can work with school districts to develop
targeted interventions and programs that address the specific needs of marginalized student
groups.

The results of this study are also meaningful for hiring future teachers. One of the
significant challenges facing school districts is the lack of available teacher candidates. People
do not want to enter an obsolete system of education (Akhtar, 2020). As a result, fewer people
are enrolling in university education preparatory courses. Since 2010, the amount of people
training to become teachers has dropped by 33%. In some states, enrollment in teacher
preparation programs has dropped by over 50%. As of 2020, 108,000 to 307,000 teaching
openings were available in the United States (Akhtar, 2020). However, 44% of teachers leave the
profession within the first five years (Brown, 2020). Students in urban and poorer neighborhoods
that are more culturally and racially diverse are the worst off and have the highest shortages
(Darling-Hamond, 1998). In addition, students from culturally and racially diverse schools are
more likely to have underqualified and out-of-field field teachers (Howard, 2010).

Due to the incredibly bureaucratic nature of its governing structure, critics of American
public education claim that the country is unable to effectively teach all students. Layers of rules

weighed down by paperwork and regulations are attached to the majority of federal government
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financing; as a result, federal programs are challenging to implement or change (Kohler &
Lewis, 2002). Since 1980, American public education has undergone reform after reform, with
few lasting for an extended period of time and little to show for the effort other than frustration
and a lack of clarity in the reforms' goals (Kohler & Lewis, 2002). Lack of respect and loss of
hope that the system will change is the leading cause of frustration and exhaustion amongst
teachers (Walker, 2022). District and political officials need to deal with this situation to stop the
exodus of teachers leaving the profession.

Offering different school options may help meet the demands associated with teacher
shortages by offering a relevant rewarding career, closing the achievement gap, and creating a
needed resurgence in education (West, 2016). Based on these findings, it cannot be definitively
concluded that public charter schools are superior to traditional public schools in educating
students regardless of their race, but public charter schools provide a hopeful opportunity for
students and teachers.

Recommendations for Future Research

This study’s findings support the effect of practices occurring in Minnesota public charter
schools compared to traditional schools in regard to the educational achievement gap between
Black and White students. The present study analyzed the academic performance of Black and
White students in reading and math at public charter schools and traditional public schools. The
results showed that Black students scored on average 4% higher in reading on the MCA at public
charter schools, while they performed about the same in math on the MCA at both types of
schools. Conversely, White students scored about the same on the reading MCA at public charter
schools, but lower on the math MCA compared to traditional public schools. Based on these

findings, it cannot be definitively concluded that public charter schools are superior to traditional
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public schools in educating students regardless of their race.

The study aimed to examine the effectiveness of public charter schools in reducing the
achievement gap between Black and White students in reading and math. The results indicated
that while public charter schools may be more effective at closing the achievement gap in
reading, the gaps still persist in both reading and math. White students performed worse on the
math MCA at public charter schools, while Black students performed the same on the math
MCA in charter schools as in traditional public schools. Overall, public charter schools may be
better at reading than math, but the gaps remained over 20%, indicating the need for further
improvement and indicating that public charter schools are not a panacea for reducing the
achievement gap.

Further research is necessary to explore the reasons students attending charter schools
performed higher than students attending traditional schools on the reading MCA but lower on
the math MCA.. Such research could identify the factors that contribute to the effectiveness of
public charter schools in improving academic outcomes and reducing achievement gaps,
particularly among students from diverse backgrounds. Strategies could include a review of
curriculum, observing instructional practices, and interviewing teachers. In addition, researchers
can explore the underlying factors that contribute to the positive effects of public charter schools.
For instance, they can examine the teaching methods and curriculum used in these schools, the
level of parental involvement, and the support provided to students. These types of data can help
researchers to ascertain the best practices that can be adopted in traditional schools to improve
the educational outcomes of all students.

While public charter schools have the potential to reduce the achievement gap, the

present study highlights that the gaps still persist in both reading and math. Within the results
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was a large degree of variance as indicated by the standard deviation. A potential further study
would examine the cause of large degree of variance within public charter schools. Instruction
type and classroom format may provide information on the cause of the variance. Also looking
at high and low achieving students and comparing school models may provide insights into
which school model may be more effective for different levels of students.

Disaggregating MCA data by subgroups such socioeconomic status, different racial and
ethnic groups, special education, and English learners should occur in future studies. Data
disaggregation enables a more thorough investigation. Researchers can expand on this study by
conducting a follow-up study that focuses on the impact of public charter schools on specific
subgroups, such as students from different racial and ethnic backgrounds, those with special
needs, or those from low-income families. The study can be designed to include a larger sample
size and a more diverse set of participants to increase the generalizability of the findings.

Subgroups should also include special education students, which can be denied access to
public charter schools in Wisconsin, but cannot be denied in Minnesota. Some Minnesota public
charter schools may be comprised of mostly special education students, which means
achievement scores may be impacted. This example also demonstrates how state laws should be
examined. State law might influence the outcomes by the way states establish public charter
schools in MN versus how public charter schools are established in other states. The variance in
state law might lead to different outcomes and is an opportunity for further research.

This study also analyzed data at a given point in time (2021-2022). A continued
longitudinal study over several years may provide trend data. Since 2021-2022 was the first full
year of school post COVID-19, further analysis should continue to provide trend data on the

impact of COVID-19 on educational outcomes. Such a study can track the progress of students
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over several years, comparing their academic achievement before, during, and after the
pandemic. This study may identify any lasting effects of the pandemic on educational outcomes
and call school districts to address them.

Longitudinal studies can identify the factors that contributed to the differential impact of
the pandemic on students’ academic achievement. For example, researchers can investigate how
access to technology, parental involvement, and school resources influenced students’ academic
success during the pandemic. Such information can be used to develop targeted interventions to
support students who were most affected by the pandemic. Researchers can also collect
additional longitudinal data on other relevant factors that may affect educational outcomes, such
as changes in school policies, funding, and teacher turnover.

Researchers can investigate the long-term effects of public charter schools on students’
academic and socio-economic outcomes such as the post-secondary education and employment
outcomes of public charter school graduates compared to those of traditional school graduates.
These approaches would enable researchers to examine the impact of these factors on students’
academic achievement over time.

A qualitative study could offer valuable insights into the dynamics of public charter
schools and traditional public schools that are not captured by standardized test scores
(Frankenberg et al., 2010). Researchers employ qualitative methods such as observations,
interviews, document analyses, and focus groups to understand the experiences of students,
teachers, and administrators in these schools, enabling them to identify factors contributing to the
differences in educational outcomes (Frankenberg et al., 2010; Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
These interviews also explore support levels, quality of instruction, and available resources to

identify areas for improvement (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Overall, qualitative methods help
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researchers identify key factors that contribute to the success of both public charter schools and
traditional public schools, facilitating the development of strategies to enhance educational
outcomes for all students.

Furthermore, a mixed-methods approach that combines qualitative and quantitative
methods can provide a more comprehensive understanding of the dynamics of public charter
schools and traditional public schools. Such an approach can triangulate findings from different
sources and to identify areas where more research is needed. For example, researchers can use
quantitative methods to identify patterns in test scores and qualitative methods to explore the
factors that contribute to these patterns (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

Public charter schools are diverse in nature, with different models and structures that can
impact their effectiveness in reducing the achievement gap (National Charter School Research
Project, 2007). Some public charter schools are designed to serve the less affluent, while others
may focus on more advantaged students (National Charter School Research Project, 2007).
Moreover, some public charter schools may have a supportive local community, while others
may face opposition from school districts and teacher unions (National Charter School Research
Project, 2007). These differences in public charter school models may impact their ability to
close the achievement gap.

Inaddition, public charter schools differ in the amount of funding they receive, which can
influence the quality of education and resources available to students. Betts and Hill (2006)
found that public charter schools received, on average, 25% less funding than traditional public
schools. This disparity in funding can impact the types of programs and resources available to
students, potentially affecting academic outcomes. Given the diversity among public charter

schools, it is essential to conduct research that focuses on individual models. A study that
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concentrates on a particular type of public charter school may not necessarily apply to all public
charter schools. Therefore, further research that examines the achievement gap within individual
public charter school models would be beneficial in identifying effective strategies for closing
the achievement gap.

Concluding Comments

The data analysis found that Minnesota public charter schools have a significantly
smaller achievement gap between Black and White students on both the MCA reading and math.
The findings of this study show that students can successfully attend public charter schools and
avoid the standardized methods used in traditional education. Although each public charter
school is unique, the idea has the potential to produce results not seen in traditional public
schools.

Students have unigque needs, and public charter schools may give students the
individualized attention, flexibility, and smaller class sizes they need to succeed (Carbral, 2019).
Public charter schools are built on the idea that creative educators can continually adapt to the
needs of their students without being constrained by the rules of traditional public schools,
giving educators and instructional leaders more freedom to engage students (Junge, 2014).

Districts should not consider public charter schools as rivals, rather as an option that may
work well for specific student demographics (Christensen, 2008). Not everyone is a suitable fit
for public charter schools. They are instead designed to potentially benefit certain groups of
children who have struggled in traditional schools (Christensen, 2008). The findings of this study
demonstrate the potential effectiveness of public charter schools and a legitimate choice for

families.
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