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I. Introduction 

School choice reforms in the United States attempt to improve educational systems 

through market mechanisms theorized to foster competition among schools for students and 

funding. Charter schools, intra-district, and inter-district open enrollment policies offer examples 

of such reforms, enabling students to attend schools other than their district-assigned traditional 

public school (TPS). Charter schools, our focus in this study, provide students with a free, public 

option that is run independently of the district. In exchange for such flexibility, states specify 

criteria that charter schools must achieve to maintain their educational charter.  

While enrollment is the market’s method to hold schools accountable, researchers 

evaluate schools via standardized measures, with academic performance at the fore. Several 

studies have examined how charters compare to TPS in terms of student performance (Angrist et 

al., 2013; Bifulco & Ladd, 2006; Chabrier et al., 2016; Clark et al., 2015; Cohodes et al., 2021; 

Dobbie & Fryer, 2015; Gleason et al., 2010; Imberman, 2011; Sass, 2006; Winters & Shanks, 

2022). These studies generally find variation in performance, with some charter schools 

outperforming TPS, while others perform similarly or worse.  

Although the school choice literature is extensive, students with disabilities (SWDs) 

seldom are the focus of analysis, with only one study providing a causal estimate of the effect of 

charter schools on SWDs (Setren, 2021). Further, Setren’s study is the only paper, to our 

knowledge, that provides lottery-based estimates of charter impacts on SWDs. One potential 

reason for this gap in the literature is that charter schools, which make up the bulk of out-of-

district school choice options in the U.S. have historically enrolled disproportionately fewer 

SWDs than TPS (Epple et al., 2015). As of 2018, about 10.6% of charter students had a disability 
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compared to 12.5% of TPS students (Samuels, 2018). This disparity suggests a potential 

reluctance among SWDs to enroll in charter schools, an expression of their dissatisfaction by 

returning to TPS, a reclassification of students in charter schools from special education to 

general education, a pushing out of SWDs from charter schools, or a combination of the above. 

From a theoretical standpoint, charters have different incentives than TPS that some researchers 

and advocates fear may result in charters failing to provide a free appropriate public education 

(FAPE) as required by law (Cullen & Rivkin, 2003; Estes, 2004; Lubienski & Weitzel, 2008; 

Welner, 2013). Recent research has indicated substantial obstacles to SWD enrollment, including 

charter schools being less responsive to questions about special education services, thus 

dissuading SWDs from enrolling (Bergman & McFarlin, 2018). Charters may also discourage 

SWD enrollment by providing fewer or less intensive special education services (Jessen, 2013). 

For SWDs who enroll, there remains a concern that they are unfairly counseled out of charters 

(Waitoller et al., 2019). 

Our research attempts to shed light on how the theory of perverse incentives is reflected 

in practice by focusing on Michigan public schools, where school choice options are abundant, 

special education funding from the state is low – prior to 2022 only about 30% of special 

education expenses for districts and charters were covered by the state (Altavena, 2023) – and 

local support varies considerably.1 

 
1In Michigan, special education in charter schools is overseen by the Intermediate School Districts (ISDs) at the 
county level and are “considered to be a local school district” under the ISD’s jurisdiction (Michigan Revised 
School Code Act of 1976, 2010). Under the ISD’s purview, charter schools, as well as other local school districts, 
must provide SPED programs and services or contract with the ISD or another school district to provide students 
with a free appropriate public education. Unlike TPSs, Michigan charters may also contract out instructional 
services and related educational services to other companies approved by the State Board of Education, with a 
requirement that all applicable state and federal laws are followed (ibid.).  
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We aim to provide insight into how special educational changes upon entering charter 

schools. In contrast to Setren’s (2021) lottery study on Boston charter schools, our analysis of the 

effect of charter schools on special education uses an entire state’s context and a quasi-

experimental design to generalize the effect of charter schools more broadly. We also provide 

more detailed analysis of impacts on educational environments and services for special education 

students using the rich data available in Michigan.  

In this study we answer two primary questions: (1) how does the educational 

environment (i.e., special education identification, program assignment, service provision and 

amount of inclusion) change once enrolled in a charter school, and (2) what is the impact of 

charter enrollment on SWDs’ educational outcomes (i.e., English/language arts (ELA) and math 

test scores along with absence rates)? We use difference-in-difference models that account for 

time-cohort heterogeneous effects to provide causal estimates.  

Our basic approach examines the effects of charter enrollment on special education using 

switchers from TPS to charters. We rely on the staggered treatment adoption of students who 

enter charter schools, comparing students who enter charters early in the data to other students 

who we eventually observe entering charters. The validity of this “early” vs. “late” charter entry 

comparison is predicated on the assumption that early and late enterers are on a similar trajectory 

prior to entry and would continue in this manner if not for the change in school environments. 

We leverage the unique Michigan data that includes information from students’ Individualized 

Education Programs (IEPs) – legal documents determined in cooperation between parents and 

school officials that outline the services and educational environment for students with 

disabilities, along with developmental goals – to analyze the effect of charter enrollment on 

special education identification, educational environment, and service provision. Federal law 
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requires that every SWD be provided an IEP and that schools adhere to them (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2023). Nevertheless, whether the student receives the needed support can vary 

widely. Thus, while we cannot say with certainty if students received education in line with their 

IEPs, our data shed light on schools’ intentions to provide various supports. 

We find that while special education classification and program assignment, primarily to 

resource programs, increase slightly after charter entry among all students who enter, the 

educational environments and services provided to charter students differ compared to students 

in TPS who enter charters later in their careers.2 Students have less of their education allocated 

to special education in terms of full-time equivalency and time in general education classrooms. 

We also find significant reductions in SPED services in the first year. However, these reverse 

course the following year and trend positively thereafter. Although speech-language services 

strongly influence the results, the other services evidence a similar outcome, albeit more limited. 

Combined, these suggest students entering charters see an overall shift from more to less 

intensive special education environments even as identification rises.  

Despite these changes in students’ special education environments, we show that SWDs 

see improvements in achievement and attendance after a move to Michigan charter schools that 

match and even surpass non-SWDs. For both groups of students, math and ELA achievement 

decline prior to entering a charter but then improve afterward. Empirical analyses show 

continuous increases in achievement scores that range from 0.1-0.4 standard deviations after 

 
2 We choose to focus on movement from TPS to charters rather than from charters to TPS as it is likely that 
selection problems are more substantial in the latter as students with SWDs try a charter school and then realize it 
does not work for them. Hence, we consider the former to be a cleaner natural experiment. Nonetheless, results 
using charter exits are provided in the online appendix and described in more detail in Section VI. 
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entry. With respect to absence rates, both student groups demonstrate significant, sustained 

improvement in attendance after charter entry. 

In what follows, we first provide background on special education and charter schools in 

the U.S. We then detail the school choice theories that are the basis of our conceptual 

framework. Next, we set up the context of our study, providing details on our data and 

descriptive statistics. After providing our empirical strategy, we highlight our results. We 

conclude with a discussion of our results and their implications.  

II. Background 

A) Special Education and Its Effectiveness in the U.S. 

Special education plays a crucial role in supporting SWDs in the United States. In recent 

years, there has been an increase in the number and percentage of students receiving special 

education services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), with 14% of 

all public school students – approximately 7.5 million – now identified as SWDs (Hussar et al., 

2020; U.S. Department of Education, 2023). SWDs have diverse disability categories and 

racial/ethnic backgrounds. However, as disabilities are, in part, a social construct (Stern et al., 

2015), the identification process for disabilities is subjective, leading to disparities in 

identification rates (Ballis & Heath, 2021; Cullen & Rivkin, 2003; Skiba et al., 2008). Upon 

entering school, boys, racially minoritized students, and low-income students are 

disproportionately identified for special education (Hussar et al., 2020; Stevens & Schulte, 2017) 

and disproportionality levels vary with the racial composition of schools (Elder et al., 2021).  
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Few studies have quantitatively tested the effect of special education on school outcomes 

for SWDs. These generally show students experience benefits in academic achievement and 

absenteeism after being identified for special education. For instance, one identifies a reduction 

in absenteeism for marginally low-achieving students who receive special education (Cohen, 

2007). With respect to academics, others find evidence of math achievement increases for SWDs 

after classification, with the largest effects for students who enter and remain in special 

education (Hanushek et al., 2002). In a more recent analysis, both math and English/Language 

Arts (ELA) scores were found to improve for students with a specific learning disability (SLD), 

the largest disability category, comprising 33% of all SWDs (Hussar et al., 2020), after 

identification (Schwartz et al., 2021). Looking instead at how losing special education affects 

students, an analysis of a Texas policy that mandated a reduction in the share of students 

classified for special education noted significant declines in educational attainment, with 

marginalized students and those in lower resourced and lower performing districts experiencing 

the most drastic declines (Ballis & Heath, 2021). 

Importantly, the context in which SWDs are provided special education is changing. 

Whereas it was once common to isolate SWDs in separate classrooms, there is a growing 

movement for inclusive education settings, with 64% of SWDs now spending at least 80% of 

their school days in a general education setting as compared to 47% in 2000 (Hussar et al., 

2020). Moreover, the landscape of schools in which students are educated has shifted 

dramatically. While the above studies have primarily focused on special education within TPS, 

the effectiveness of special education may not extend consistently to charter schools.  

It has been demonstrated that schools of choice, especially charter schools, have lower 

enrollment totals and proportions of students with disabilities compared to TPS (Epple et al., 
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2015; Powers et al., 2018). This discrepancy could in part be due to perceived differences in the 

ability of charter schools to educate SWDs. In many cases, charter schools lack the same special 

education resources as TPS, including certified special education teachers and teachers with 

experience (Epple et al., 2015). However, it is worth noting that Setren (2021) finds that Boston 

charters have similar proportions of special education staff. Despite the disparities in 

resources, common charter school practices may compensate for these differences if their 

practices reach all students.  

B) Charter School Impacts 

Evidence on the effectiveness of charter schools, more generally, in raising student 

performance has been mixed. Multiple studies find positive achievement effects, particularly for 

“no-excuses” charter schools (Abdulkadiroglu et al., 2016; Angrist et al., 2013; Baude et al., 

2020; Cohodes et al., 2021; Curto & Fryer, 2014; Gleason et al., 2014; Hoxby & Murarka, 2008; 

Ladd et al., 2017; Wong et al., 2014). However, other studies reveal null (Bifulco & Ladd, 2006; 

Booker et al., 2007; Cremata et al., 2013; Hanushek et al., 2007; Imberman, 2011; Sass, 2006; 

Zimmer et al., 2003) or even negative (Gleason et al., 2010) results. The sample of schools and 

methodology used in studies contribute to the ambiguity in the reported effectiveness of charter 

schools. Research that uses lottery-based assignment and value-added methods generally show 

positive results, but studies using student fixed-effects often report null results (Epple et al., 

2015).3  

 
3 Notable for our context, a lottery study in a group of Michigan for-profit managed charters found positive, albeit 
much smaller, effects than other lottery studies (Dynarski et al., 2018). 



CHARTER SCHOOLS AND STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

10 
 

Beyond test scores, charter schools have consistently demonstrated positive effects on 

various outcomes, such as attendance, discipline, high school graduation rates, college 

attendance, earnings, and risky behaviors (Dobbie & Fryer, 2015, 2020; Epple et al., 2015; 

Imberman, 2011; Zimmer et al., 2009). However, there is wide variation in some of these 

impacts (Dobbie & Fryer, 2020). Overall, the research on charter school impacts is characterized 

by mixed findings, highlighting the complex and multifaceted nature of their effects on student 

outcomes both within and outside charter schools. 

C) SWDs in Charters 

There are many potential reasons why charter enrollment is more limited for SWDs 

(Blackwell, 2013; Estes, 2009; Miron et al., 2010; Waitoller et al., 2017). Beyond typical school 

choice factors, including prior experience, word of mouth endorsements, test scores, and 

geography, families with SWDs have unique concerns, such as availability of services (Cullen & 

Rivkin, 2003; Finn et al., 2006; Jessen, 2013; Lange & Lehr, 2000). For instance, there may be a 

dearth of certified special education teachers in charters (Drame, 2011). Parents of SWDs may 

prioritize finding physically and psychologically safe schools and inclusive educational 

environments that increase the amount of time SWDs are educated with their peers in general 

education classes (Waitoller & Lubienski, 2019). Moreover, the intersection of disability with 

race and class adds another layer of complexity to families’ decisions, as certain families may 

face greater restrictions in accessing the full range of choice schools. Notably, TPS have a 

greater proportion of Latinx, ELL, poor, and urban SWDs than charter schools (Garcy, 2011). A 

couple of studies have provided causal estimates for identification and deidentification of 

students for special education in charter schools. Using propensities for students enrolling in a 

charter based on data – parental school rankings, schools’ defined admissions priorities, and 
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lottery numbers – from the unified public school (TPS and charter) enrollment application in 

Newark, NJ, one study identified that charter entry had no effect on new special education 

identification but increased the probability that a student was deidentified (Gilmour et al., 2023). 

Setren (2021) also finds that charters are likely to declassify SWDs, with the probability of 

declassification increasing 12 pp.  

There is also a concern and some evidence to suggest that schools may discourage 

applications from and/or counsel out SWDs for a variety of factors, including prohibitive costs, 

concern about how SWDs will affect the school’s statistics, and inflexible behavior standards 

that disregard IEPs (Bergman & McFarlin, 2018; Drame, 2011; Estes, 2009; Jessen, 2013; 

Waitoller et al., 2019). Contrary to these findings, one study identified that students with IEPs 

are no more likely to leave a charter school than they are to exit a TPS, suggesting limited 

evidence of schools counseling out SWDs (Winters, 2015). Nevertheless, certain practices may 

inadvertently or subtly discriminate against SWDs. One study highlights that many independent 

charters in Wisconsin left special education provision, training, compliance, facilities, and 

funding unmentioned in their charter applications (Drame, 2011), and an audit study finds 

charters to be less responsive to people who ask questions about SWDs (Bergman & McFarlin, 

2018). 

Studies examining the characteristics and educational costs of SWDs in charters as 

compared to TPS conclude that fewer SWDs participate in choice and those who do have milder 

disabilities, especially learning disabilities and speech/language impairments (Blackwell, 2013; 

Cullen & Rivkin, 2003; Drame, 2011; Epple et al., 2015; Estes, 2009; Garcy, 2011; Stern et al., 

2015; Waitoller et al., 2017). Winters (2015) notes that the gap in SWD charter enrollment is 

partly attributable to differences in application rates and mobility rates – the movement of SWDs 
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into charters shrinks the gap but an even greater movement of non-SWDs into charters 

exacerbates it.  

Regarding academic achievement, studies on the effect of schools of choice on SWDs 

have been limited and yield conflicting results. One early study found no significant differences 

in reading and math scores for SWDs in charter schools as compared to TPS (Nelson et al., 

2004). In contrast, another found that SWDs in charters performed marginally better than their 

TPS counterparts (Rhim & McLaughlin, 2007). An exploratory study of 4th graders in four urban 

charter schools to compare achievement growth scores of SWDs to their non-SWD peers in the 

same schools found that the math growth scores of SWDs were significantly lower than their 

peers (Drame, 2010). However, the difference in reading growth rate was statistically 

insignificant. A major caveat, though, is that none of these studies provide causal estimates. 

Setren (2021), on the other hand, uses lotteries in Boston charter schools for causal 

identification, demonstrating large positive impacts on math and English scores that build in the 

first two years after choice before leveling off. Importantly, the gains for SWDs in this study are 

comparable to those of their general education peers, suggesting that charter schools can have 

positive effects for all groups. 

Thus far, the research on the effect of charter schools on SWDs has been limited to 

enrollment patterns, academic achievement, and special education classification. However, we 

know little quantitatively about how charter schools change students’ special education 

experience. Further, while Setren (2021) provides causal estimates of charter impacts on 

achievement and some broad measures of educational setting for students with disabilities in 

Boston, it is important to see if these results extend to other locations. Our study fills this gap by 

using unique data on all students in Michigan to examine how charter enrollment affects SWDs’ 
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time spent in general education classrooms, as well as assignment to specific special education 

programs and services as reported in students’ IEPs.  

III. Conceptual Framework and Research Questions 

The school choice movement is built on the theory that privatization of public goods and 

the addition of private service providers in competition with public providers will improve public 

services and public welfare (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Friedman, 2002; Loeb & Valant, 2019). With 

respect to education, charter schools were established and promoted as one solution to an often 

inefficient and ineffective public school system (Hoxby, 2003). While every school in the market 

has incentives to attract and retain students, charter schools have additional incentives to increase 

revenues, lower costs, and demonstrate high student achievement so as to maintain their state 

charter to receive public funding for providing a privately run education (Brown, 2009; 

Lacireno-Paquet et al., 2002; Loeb & Valant, 2019; Lubienski & Weitzel, 2008). These 

incentives have been theorized to drive charters’ educational operations, from student enrollment 

and teacher recruitment to classroom practices, teacher evaluation, and even to ancillary services, 

including food, transportation, and building operations (Cohodes, 2016; Lubienski & Lee, 2016; 

Singleton, 2017, 2019).  

As one of the costliest school expenses, special education may be a domain in which 

charter schools take a different approach than TPS. The cost of special education is one of the 

primary reasons that the U.S. Congress wrote the Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act 

to guarantee that public schools would provide education to SWDs (Martin et al., 1996; 

Spaulding & Pratt, 2015; Yell et al., 1998). Without it, schools may either exclude SWDs or 

provide SWDs a substandard education, with families bearing the responsibility for determining 



CHARTER SCHOOLS AND STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

14 
 

and providing needed accommodations for their children. Under current requirements, federal, 

state, and district funds are provided to help offset special education costs that schools may not 

otherwise be able to afford. Though each state has different funding arrangements, all states have 

budget shortfalls with respect to special education (Dhuey & Lipscomb, 2013; Kolbe, 2021; 

Kolbe et al., 2023). Accordingly, schools must find ways to make ends meet, which often leads 

to encroachment – reallocating general education funds for special education or vice versa 

(Baker et al., 2018).  

Charter schools as compared to typically larger TPSs and entire school districts may be 

less able to achieve economies of scale to provide special education efficiently. Charters that are 

in large networks or have large student populations, however, may be able to deliver special 

education with efficiency comparable to TPSs. Nevertheless, the legal and financial orientation 

of charter schools may still lead to differing approaches to special education. Instead of 

maintaining a high level of special education spending, schools could attempt to minimize 

special education responsibilities by limiting enrollment of SWDs, particularly those with the 

most cost-intensive accommodations. This could be done by not recruiting (certain) SWDs, 

declassifying students from special education, being more reluctant to identify students, or 

counseling students with high-cost disabilities out of their school. Charter schools might also 

find that they can limit program and service expenditures by encouraging certain 

accommodations in students’ IEPs. When SWDs are removed from general education classrooms 

to receive special education services, the school must provide space and specially trained faculty. 

Therefore, increasing “inclusive” instruction might be justified educationally, socially, or 

financially. Similarly, charter schools may find that certain programs and services can be 

provided more efficiently than others. Programs and services that are more universally applicable 
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to SWDs and/or the entire student body may be privileged over those that are specific to a type 

of disability.  

Considering these incentives and prior research, we seek to answer the following 

questions: 

1) How does enrolling in a charter affect the likelihood of being identified for special 

education? 

2) After charter entry, do students spend the same amount of time in special education 

settings as they do in TPS? 

3) How does enrolling in a charter affect participation in special education programs and 

receipt of special education services? 

4) How does the success of SWDs, in terms of academic achievement and attendance, 

change upon entering a charter and how does that compare to non-SWDs? 

IV. Data & Descriptive Statistics 

A) The Study Context: Michigan 

Michigan, the location of our study, has a robust schools of choice system (SoC), 

complete with charter schools, inter-district choice, and intra-district choice. About a quarter of 

all Michigan public school students are enrolled in a charter or a TPS via inter-district choice 

(Arsen et al., 2019). SoC in Michigan is used more by Black and low-income students, yet there 

is a counter pull, such that those same students are also more likely to exit and return to their 

assigned TPS (Cowen et al., 2015). Similarly, there is a high rate of bidirectional entry and exit 

for low-performing students, as well as evidence of lower retention in SoC for SWDs, English 

language learners and Hispanic students. Michigan also has a relatively high share of charters 
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managed by for-profit education management organizations (EMOs) – roughly 74% of charter 

students in our data attend a charter managed by an EMO. 

The role of school funding in Michigan likely shapes how schools and districts approach 

SWDs and special education. Since money follows the student, schools and districts have strong 

incentives to recruit and retain general education students, as “students with disabilities almost 

always represent a financial loss to districts and charter schools, and the more serious a student’s 

disabilities, the larger the financial loss” (Arsen et al., 2019, p. 37). This is because Michigan 

uses a percentage reimbursement model for special education, with only approximately 70% of 

transportation and 29% of special education costs being reimbursed by the state (Rhim et al., 

2015). 

Additional inequities in special education funding are rooted in disparities in district and 

county (Intermediate School Districts, ISDs) wealth and their ability to raise taxes (Conlin & 

Jalilevand, 2015; Jalilevand, 2016). Special education funding is primarily the responsibility of 

districts and ISDs in Michigan. However, only ISDs have the authority to raise additional taxes 

for special education, with charter schools in the ISD receiving a percentage of what is raised. 

Consequently, in the areas with the lowest property taxes, there is a greater concentration of 

SWDs, lower per pupil spending, and greater encroachment/cross-subsidization – using general 

school funds to pay for special education services (Arsen et al., 2019; Conlin & Jalilevand, 2015; 

Jalilevand, 2016; Reckhow & Thiel, 2017) 

With such an underfunding of special education in Michigan, there are perhaps distinct 

pressures and incentives to provide special education at reduced costs. These pressures create an 

environment where the status quo for special education only leads to greater encroachment. 

While this may seem like a flaw in the setting, this context demands innovation in a way that 
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charter schools were theorized to provide, and which may be more apt to extend to special 

education. To the extent that we find Michigan charter schools performing as well as or better 

than TPSs with respect to special education, special education researchers, practitioners, and 

advocates may wish to further explore special education in Michigan charters. However, 

skepticism is still warranted, as the (mis)identification of students for special education may be 

one such “innovation.”  

Regarding the general performance effects of charter schools in Michigan, evidence has 

shown a negative effect on student achievement that has improved over time (Murphy & Izraeli, 

2019). While earlier estimates of Michigan charter school effectiveness identified detriments 

(Bettinger, 2005), those relied on data while charters were still in their infancy. More recently, 

Murphy and Izraeli (2019), show that by 2012, Michigan charter schools were having the same 

effect on student achievement as TPSs. Around the same time frame, Dynarski et al. (2018) use 

lotteries in a single large for-profit EMO in Michigan to estimate relatively small (0.04 SD per 

year in math) effects. It is important to note, however, the aforementioned studies do not directly 

examine the academic effect on SWDs. 

These characteristics of the Michigan special education and charter context situate the 

results of this study to provide insight into the broader potential of charters to impact special 

education. Given that Michigan is both relatively friendly to school choice and less financially 

supportive of special education than most other states, we might consider this to be what might 

happen to students with disabilities in a “worst case” scenario of a strong choice environment 

with weak oversight and disincentives to provide full supports to special education students. 

Nevertheless, as we will show below, our results suggest that SWDs do well academically even 

with fewer supports when they enter charters, and their performance improves as time progresses 
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and their IEPs are further updated, suggesting that charters may have adopted, identified, and 

developed effective approaches to teaching SWDs that warrant further study. 

B) Data 

In this study we use a panel dataset from the Michigan Department of Education (MDE) 

and Michigan’s Center for Educational Performance and Information (CEPI) that includes 

administrative records from the 2012-13 through 2017-18 school years on all K – 8 public and 

charter school students in Michigan. In our sample, we exclude observations for students 

attending an alternative school, such as vocational education schools. After these exclusions, 

there are a total of 6,220,474 student-year observations for 1,712,068 students.  

We merge student enrollment and assessment data to create a dataset with demographic, 

enrollment, special education, attendance, and standardized assessment information. 

Demographic variables include a binary gender label, race/ethnicity, economic disadvantage as 

measured by free/reduced price lunch (FRPL) status, and whether a student is an English 

language learner (ELL). From the enrollment data, we ascertain whether and in what years the 

student is enrolled in a charter school and their absence rates. The data capture the student’s 

special education status, including the type of educational setting, primary disability category, 

disability program, and services received. These measures are taken from the student’s IEP so 

implementation may deviate somewhat from these measures, though the school is legally 

obligated to follow the IEP. Typically, IEP decisions are made in the spring of the prior year 

with input from parents, school officials, teachers, and specialists as appropriate. When a student 

transfers into a charter school, the charter must provide services comparable to what the child 

received beforehand until the charter either adopts the old IEP or a new one is developed 



CHARTER SCHOOLS AND STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

19 
 

(Michigan Department of Education, Office of Special Education, 2021). IEPs can be amended 

at other times of the year, though making such changes can be a hassle and are thus uncommon. 

Assessment data include students’ math and English/language arts (ELA) scores in 

grades 3-8 from 2012-2018 on the Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) or M-

STEP criterion referenced exams, with the latter replacing the former in 2015. Scores are 

standardized for each grade in each school year. We do not include scores for SWDs who take an 

alternative assessment since the tests are not directly comparable to the regular exams and suffer 

from significant nonrandom missingness. While this limits our achievement results to students 

with less severe cognitive disabilities, only 8% of testing observations for SWDs are from 

alternative assessments. Further, all SWDs, regardless of the assessment they take, are included 

in the analyses of non-testing outcomes. 

C) Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1 provides the summary statistics for all students in the dataset, detailing the 

proportion of SWDs and non-SWDs in our data who are enrolled in TPS or charters.4 Sixteen 

percent of students in our sample are observed in a charter school at some point. On an annual 

basis, 10.5 - 11.8% of non-SWDs and 8.6 - 10.1% of SWDs in Michigan public schools are 

enrolled in charters. Although the percentage for each demographic is greater than the 7% 

national rate of charter enrollment for public school students (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2023), Michigan reflects the national trend of SWDs enrolling in charter schools at 

lower rates than non-SWDs. Observations of Michigan charter students are overwhelmingly 

 
4 While the focus of this study is on charter schools, in Online Appendix F we provide evidence on the effect of 
inter-district choice on SWDs. In general, the impacts are smaller and less consistent than charter schools. 
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(nearly ¾) in charters run by for-profit education management organizations (EMOs), well more 

than the 13% of students nationally in EMO-run charters 2020-21 (White & Xu, 2022).  

With such a large proportion of charter schools operated by for-profit EMOs, our setting 

may be questioned for its external validity. In a charter landscape with fewer schools managed 

by EMOs, one may expect cost saving innovations to be more limited than in Michigan. 

Accordingly, our study examines charters under conditions that arguably would be most 

divergent from TPS. However, our analysis extends to states with a smaller percentage of EMO-

run charters as well. In Online Appendix A, we parse out the effects by management profit 

status, noting that the results are similar regardless of management organization type, though we 

caution that we are limited as we have little power to detect distinct effects across CMO (non-

profit) and EMO (for-profit) sectors in our data.  

Special education identification rates in Michigan are similar to those nationally. 

Eighteen percent of students in our sample are observed with a disability at some point during 

our sample period. When broken down by primary disability, 4.5% are observed with a speech or 

language impairment (SLI), 4.1% a specific learning disability (SLD), and 5.3% some other 

disability. As is the case nationally, boys, Black students (in charters), and low-income students 

are overrepresented in special education with respect to the total state proportions. When 

comparing SWDs and non-SWDs within sectors, we see that although Black students are 

disproportionately represented in special education in TPS (comprising 18% SWDs vs 13% non-

SWDs in TPS), the rates of Black students in special and general education are similar in charter 

schools, where Black students are the majority (53%) in each disability status group. SWDs are 

also more likely than non-SWDs to be eligible for free/reduced-price lunch in both sectors, but 

the gap is much narrower in charter schools (16 pp in TPS vs 4 pp in charters). 
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The fourth panel of Table 1 provides information regarding the educational environment, 

programming, and services provided to students in special education. Conditional on having an 

IEP, and thus being enrolled in special education, SWDs in charters experience considerably 

different educational environments. In Michigan, mean SPED FTE are calculated as average 

over the school year of the ratio of time spent in special education instruction to the time in the 

general education instruction. These values are considerably higher in TPS (0.2 vs 0.1 in 

charters) meaning SWDs in TPS spend more time in special education settings than their charter 

school counterparts. 
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Table 1 

Summary Statistics by Charter Enrollment and Special Education Status 

 

 

 The underlying contributors to this difference are seen in how SWDs are assigned to time 

in the general education classroom and participation in special education programming. 86% of 

charter SWDs as compared to 69% of SWDs in TPS spend more than 80% of their time in 

general education classrooms, and only 1% of SWDs in charters but 10% in TPS are in a general 

education classroom less than 40% of the time. Turning to programming, while charter SWDs 

have greater assignment rates to any program, this is primarily driven by resource rooms, where 
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students spend part of the day getting assistance with their work from a resource teacher. 

Resource program rates are 55% in TPS but 70% in charters. The comparatively more intensive 

self-contained classroom programming (“cognitive” and “other” programming in the table) is 

quite uncommon in charters – just 6% of SWDs are in these programs in charters while 15% of 

SWDs are in them in TPS. In terms of receipt of services provided by specialists, charter SWDs 

do not appear to differ much from TPS SWDs in the inclusion of these services in their IEPs. 

Finally, a comparison of student outcomes for charter and TPS students reveals that students who 

enroll in charters have lower ELA and math test scores than their counterparts who stay put, 

regardless of disability status, though this achievement gap is smaller for SWDs. Students who 

choose to enroll in charters also have higher absence rates, regardless of disability status.  

V. Empirical Strategy 

In this study, we take a deep look at both how educational environments change for 

SWDs upon entering a charter school and what effect charter enrollment has on educational 

outcomes. In particular, we consider (1) how the educational environment for SWDs (i.e., special 

education identification, service provision and amount of inclusion) change once they enroll in a 

charter school; and (2) what is the impact on educational outcomes (i.e., ELA and math test 

scores and absence rates) for SWDs who enroll in charter schools. 

One challenge is our estimated effects of charter attendance on student outcomes may be 

biased if there is non-random selection into charter schools. Students may exit their assigned 

TPS and enter a charter for numerous reasons that may be correlated with the outcomes of 

interest (e.g., student ability and parent motivation). Previous studies of charter school impacts 

have tried various strategies to account for this, most prominently using entry lotteries 
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(Abdulkadiroğlu et al., 2011; Angrist et al., 2013; Cohodes et al., 2021; Dobbie & Fryer, 2015; 

Dynarski et al., 2018), matched cohort analyses (Cremata et al., 2013), or fixed-effects analyses 

(Bifulco & Ladd, 2006; Imberman, 2011; Ladd et al., 2017; Sass, 2006). 

Lotteries are generally considered to be the best option for identifying causal effects 

among those motivated to enter charter schools since admission offers are randomized. However, 

these studies are often limited in their external validity, as the results are specific to schools that 

are oversubscribed, often because they are better performing. Beyond concerns for 

generalizability, lottery studies are not always available, as in our case. Given that families self-

select their participation in choice, there is no exogenous selection that is identifiable in our 

dataset. In the absence of a lottery, we rely on difference-in-difference models that account for 

time-cohort heterogeneous effects to compare students who enter charter schools early to those 

who eventually enter.   

 We start with our baseline two-way fixed-effects (TWFE) model and restrict to students 

who enroll in a charter school as their first school of choice. We start by looking at what happens 

to special education identification rates, educational setting, program participation, and service 

provision after charter entry: 

𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛽𝛽0 + � (𝛽𝛽𝑡𝑡 × 1(𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖 = 𝑡𝑡))
4

𝑡𝑡=−4

+ 𝚪𝚪𝑿𝑿𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊 + 𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖 +  𝛾𝛾𝑡𝑡 + 𝛿𝛿𝑑𝑑  + 𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 (1) 

where 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 is the special education outcome for student i in district d and year t, 

1(𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖 = 𝑡𝑡) is an indicator for the number of years before or after the student first 
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entered a charter5, 𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖 is a student fixed-effect, 𝛾𝛾𝑡𝑡 is a set of year fixed-effects, 𝛿𝛿𝑑𝑑 is a district 

fixed-effect, and 𝑿𝑿𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊 is a set of student level time-varying controls, including economic 

disadvantage (as measured by FRPL eligibility), ELL status, the student’s grade, the school year, 

and a cohort/grade-by-school year interaction. We control for district fixed effects for a few 

reasons: (1) the resident district largely encompasses students’ choice sets; (2) the bulk (60%) of 

special education funding in Michigan is at the district level (Arsen et al., 2019) and; (3) special 

education policies and coordination are often set at the district or higher level.6 

 Prior research has shown that these kinds of TWFE models are subject to bias under 

heterogeneous and dynamic treatment effects (Callaway & Sant’Anna, 2021; de Chaisemartin & 

D’Haultfœuille, 2020; Goodman-Bacon, 2021; Sun & Abraham, 2021). To address this, we use 

the methods developed by Callaway and Sant’Anna (2021) to estimate our models. 

We interpret our coefficients of interest, 𝛽𝛽𝑡𝑡, as the overall school effect in relation to the 

year before entering a charter. The coefficients when t is negative provide us with trends while 

students are in TPS; the charter effect refers to the coefficients for time values of 0 (first year in 

the charter) and greater. Our post-entry charter outcomes include students who may later return 

to a TPS.7 As time-invariant demographic controls are subsumed in student fixed effects, we 

exclude gender and race, though we do recognize that a very small proportion of students have 

multiple classifications, especially for race. We cluster the standard errors by resident district.  

 
5 Note that students who either are never observed in a charter or are enrolled in a charter from first observation are 
excluded from this analysis. 
6 Overall difference-in-difference estimates (non event-study) are provided in Appendix Table B1. 
7 Although combining students who return to TPS muddles the precise charter effect, the exit decision is 
endogenous, and would potentially bias estimates restricted to those who remain in charters.  
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Our estimation strategy relies on the staggered treatment adoption of students who enter 

charter schools, as we compare students who enter charters to other students who will enter 

charters later (“early” vs. “late” enterers). For example, we use students in 2014 who will enter 

charters between 2015 and 2018 as a natural comparison group for those who have already 

entered charters by 2014. In doing so, we rely on the parallel trends assumption – that students 

who enter charters earlier are on similar trends to those who enter later – which is supported by 

the lack of significant pre-trending in our event study estimates below. Table 2 highlights the 

characteristics of the various charter entry cohorts. Note that students observed in 2012-13 may 

have entered charters in any year up to and including 2012-13. 

Table 2 
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Finally, we turn to our analysis of achievement effects. In the outcomes listed above, we 

do not differentiate by whether a student was special education prior to charter entry because this 

can create a mechanical relationship between current and future outcomes (since all values for 

non-SPED students equal zero during the pre-charter period by construction). However, this is 

not a concern in analyses of achievement outcomes. Thus, in our framework for educational 

outcomes, we again estimate equation (1) but conduct separate analyses for students who were 

identified for special education at any time before charter entry (Prior SPED) and for students 

who were not in SPED at any point before entering (GenEd), so as to allow for comparisons 

across the two student types.  

Given the nature of our study design, all our analyses yield estimates identified from 

students who switch from any Michigan TPS to charter schools. The extent to which these 

charter effects generalize to all students with disabilities in charter schools is supported by a 

comparison of student characteristics of students who switch from TPS to charter as compared to 

students who either change schools in the other direction or who begin and remain in charter 

schools. Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics of this comparison. 
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Table 3 

 

Note that while there are shared characteristics between students with respect to charter school 

mobility categories, there are some statistically significant distinguishing features to highlight. 

The proportion of students with disabilities who are in charter schools is greatest among those 

who enter charters after we observe them in public schools (0.219). Conversely, for students who 

attend a charter school throughout the observation period, they are the least likely to ever be in 

special education (0.144). The academic outcomes – absence rates and standardized test scores – 

for students who begin and remain in charter schools are better, on average, than students who 

enter or leave charter schools, with students who enter charter schools having the lowest 
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outcomes on average. There are also some demographic differences between student mobility 

groups. Whereas charter students skew economically disadvantaged, a greater proportion of 

students who enter charters (0.81) as compared to those who begin in charters (0.72-0.74) qualify 

for free or reduced-price lunch.8 With the empirical strategy employed, the effective sample in 

the main estimates are from the 59,719 students (285,036 student-year observations) who switch 

from TPS to charter schools.  

VI. Results 

We organize our results by first detailing the effect of charter enrollment on special 

education identification, educational setting, program assignment, and services. We then analyze 

how charter enrollment affects student outcomes (academic and attendance). While we present 

our main results visually, we include the coefficient estimates in Online Appendix B. 

A) Special Education Identification  

We start our analysis of the impacts of charter school enrollment on special education by 

looking at the identification of students for special education. Given that identification (i.e., the 

opening/continuation of an IEP) is a necessary condition for receiving most special education 

services and program participation, if charters reduce (increase) the likelihood of identification 

this could contribute to lower (higher) program participation and service provision.9 By 

 
8 To get an idea of how representative our SWDs in our sample of switchers are of all SWDs in charters, in Online 
Appendix Table B4 we look at comparisons of switchers and non-switchers restricting to students who are ever 
observed, in a charter or TPS, in special education. Overall, while there are some small differences, the SWDs who 
are always in charters look broadly similar to those who enter from a TPS, buttressing the external validity of our 
estimates. 
9 Instead of an IEP, some students receive a 504 plan that provides the students with certain accommodations during 
testing and in the classroom. While there is some overlap in the accommodations provided to IEP and 504 students, 
the measures we consider are only available to students with IEPs. 
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restricting to students who will eventually enter a charter school, our model essentially estimates 

the probability of being identified for special education in a given year for students who have 

transitioned to a charter school compared to students who have not yet but eventually will enter a 

charter (Callaway & Sant’Anna, 2021). 

Figure 1 provides event study estimates for identifications after charter entry both overall 

and by disability type. Special education identification rates are relatively unchanged in the first 

two years after entry, and identification significantly increases by 1-2 pp two to three years after 

entering. The exception to this trend is speech-language impairment identification, which 

decreases 1 pp in the entry year (p<0.05) before returning to the baseline three years after entry. 

Hence, overall, we find that Michigan charter schools generally identify students at rates slightly 

higher than the year before entering. 
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Figure 1  

The Relationship between SPED Identification and Charter Schools 

 

B) Time in Special Education 

In Figures 2 through 4 we shift focus to our main outcomes of interest and begin to 

answer the question of what happens to the educational environment, program participation, and 

service provision of SWDs as specified on their IEPs when they enter charter schools. These 

analyses incorporate students who were identified for SPED before entry as well as those who 

are identified after enrolling in a charter.  

Figure 2 starts with measures of the educational environment – how much time students 

spend in a special education or general education setting. The first panel shows what happens to 

special education full-time equivalent (FTE) values that, as mentioned previously, are 

calculations of the share of a student’s time in a special education program rather than general 
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education. Economic theory suggests that charter schools would be likely to reduce the intensity 

of special education services and programming, and our results demonstrate this occurs in the 

short-run, though not in the medium-run. In the year before entry, the average SPED FTE among 

all students who changed from a TPS to a charter student was 0.023. In other words, when 

averaged over all TPS to charter switchers, regardless of special education status, students 

average 2.3% more of the day in special education while in TPS. After charter entry, there is a 

significant decrease of about 0.012 in FTE – a drop of more than 50% of the base rate. This is 

quite substantial, though it is likely dominated by reductions for students who are already SPED 

prior to entry (“Prior SPED”). These students have an average FTE of 0.139 prior to entering the 

charters. This indicates that there is up to a 9% drop in FTE if it entirely comes from students 

with existing IEPs. 

The rest of the panels in Figure 2 provide categorical measures of the share of time in 

general education. These categories – >80%, 40% - 79%, and <40% general education – are the 

categories input into IEPs and hence cannot be broken down further with our data. Nonetheless, 

these measures allow us to consider to what extent charters determine students as needing 

minimal (>80% gen ed), moderate (40%-79% gen ed), or substantial (<40% gen ed) time in a 

special education classroom. We first note an inverse trend for spending minimal time in special 

education as compared to moderate or substantial time. Specifically, in the year after charter 

entry, while there is a significant increase of 1.6 pp in the probability of only spending minimal 

time in special education (>80% gen ed), students are less likely to spend moderate or substantial 

time in special education (decreasing 1.1 and 0.8 pp, respectively). This is from a mix of newly 

identified students and a reduction of time spent in the special education environment for 

students with existing identifications. However, the shift to a more general education 
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environment appears to be short-lived. After the first year, the likelihood of spending moderate 

(40%-79% gen ed) or substantial (<40% gen ed) time in special education begins to return to the 

baseline and is statistically non-distinguishable two years after entry. At the same time, the 

increase in minimal time (>80% gen ed) in special education is maintained, likely due to the 

additional identifications shown in Figure 1.  

Figure 2 

The Relationship between Charter Schools and SPED FTEs and Educational Setting 

 

Special Education Programs 

We now turn to assessing what changes occur in the special education programs and 

services the students receive as indicated in their IEPs. Services typically include teacher 

consultancy time and/or direct student access to specialists like social workers and speech 
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pathologists. These may be independent from or part of special education programs that provide 

access to special education services in an educational environment. For example, resource 

programs provide students with small group supports in separate classrooms for part of the class 

day, and cognitive programs help students overcome challenges stemming from cognitive 

impairments and can include self-contained class environments.  

We start by looking at charter impacts on program participation in Figure 3. Upon charter 

enrollment, we observe an increase of 1 pp in assignment to any special education program. The 

effect on assignment to any program continues its upward trajectory, rising to 2.7 pp three years 

from entry – a statistically significant increase each year. Note that the baseline TPS program 

participation rate is 9.5% among all students (56% for SPED students), and so this is a sizable 

effect.  

In the second and third panels, we parse out the charter effect on the two largest program 

categories – resource and cognitive programs – and all other special education programs in the 

fourth panel. In general, resource programs are less intensive with students spending a class 

period or pull-out time in a “resource room” with a special education instructor. Cognitive 

programs, on the other hand, are more typically separate classrooms focused on students with 

cognitive disabilities. As such, we see that essentially all the increase in SPED programs comes 

from greater use of resource programs. In the first charter year, the likelihood of assignment to a 

resource program increases by 1.8 pp (p<0.05). In contrast, the probability of assignment to a 

cognitive program or other SPED programs (last panel) significantly decreases 0.4 pp in the year 

of matriculation (p < 0.05). In subsequent years, the change is not statistically distinguishable 

from pre-charter levels. These more intensive and costly programs begin with many fewer 

students, with only 0.6-1% of all students who enter charters (3-4% of Prior SPED students) in 
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cognitive programs or the combination of programs other than cognitive or resource (e.g. 

emotionally impaired, autism). This decline in cognitive program participation is despite a slight 

increase of 0.1 pp (p<0.01) in cognitive impairment identification after entry. We interpret that 

finding as additional evidence that the more marginally disabled students saw reductions in their 

special education intensity, but more severely disabled students, perhaps after some short term 

reductions, largely kept similar services, at least as measured through IEP intentions.  

Figure 3 

The Relationship between Charter Schools and Special Education Programs 

 

C) Special Education Services  

In Figure 4, we turn to the impacts of enrolling in a charter school on special education 

service provision. These results reflect specific services students receive outside of the classroom 

and consultations teachers receive to aid with their instruction of SWDs. We start with the upper 
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left panel by looking at the impact on having access to any service. Prior to enrolling in the 

charter, 11.5% of students (61% of Prior SPED students) received any service. However, there is 

a sudden decline of 1.5 pp (p<0.01) in probability of receiving any service during the year of 

entry. The following year, the service rate is corrected back to baseline and eventually increases 

2.5 pp (p<0.05) three years after entry.  

Looking at the most used services – speech (8.5% of students and 45% of Prior SPED 

students in the year before entry), social work (4.4%, 25%), occupational therapy (1.5%, 9%), 

and teacher consultancy (1%, 4%) – we see that the trend for any SPED service is driven by 

speech-language services. The pattern almost perfectly matches that for any service. The 

probability of receiving social work services has an analogous but more modest decline and 

reversion. Teacher consultancy and other services, excluding occupational therapy, also drop 

significantly in the first year by ~0.5 pp then recover slowly. Only occupational therapy services 

remain statistically unchanged in the first charter year, after which they increase by 0.5-0.7 pp 

(p<0.05). 
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Figure 4 

The Relationship between Charter Schools and Special Education Services 

 

To summarize, we find that overall rates of special education identification increase slowly 

after enrolling in Michigan charter schools. In turn, students who enter charters are more likely 

to be assigned to a SPED program, especially a resource program. However, it appears that many 

students with existing IEPs see the intensity of their educational setting, program participation, 

and services drop initially after entering the charter. However, these tend to quickly return to 

baseline. Hence, these patterns suggest that there is a medium-run reduction in special education 

intensity for students with milder disabilities combined with an opportunity for some students to 

be newly identified, but little change for students with more severe disabilities. 
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D) Achievement and Attendance 

Given that we have identified changes in special education programs and services on 

students’ IEPs after charter entry, it is essential that we understand the impact these reductions 

have on students’ academic outcomes. While we are limited by our administrative data to 

achievement and attendance outcomes, it is important to note that there are many other outcomes 

including socio-emotional learning, social skills, and other non-cognitive skills, that we cannot 

observe. Hence, we are only able to paint a partial picture of the impacts of charter schools on 

outcomes for students with SWDs.  

Accordingly, we turn to achievement and attendance outcomes for charter entrants who 

are ever identified for special education at some point before entering a charter (Prior SPED) 

and those who we do not observe in special education at any point before entry (GenEd Prior). 

Figure 5 provides event study estimates for math and ELA achievement on the state standardized 

test in each respective school year, the Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP, 

2012-2014) and Michigan Student Test of Educational Progress (M-STEP, 2014-18) assessment 

– standardized within grade and year and provided in standard deviation units – and absence 

rates. Given the difference in timing of the MEAP and M-STEP exams, we assign the Fall 

MEAP test scores to the previous year (e.g., Fall 2013 assigned to the 2012-13 school year). 

With the implementation of M-STEP, Michigan moved test administration to the spring, thus we 

apply those exams to the current academic year. We report our results using both exams.  

The patterns for students entering charters are similar regardless of special education 

status. Upon entering the charter, Figure 5 illustrates significant improvement (after the first 
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year) that crescendos from 0.11 to 0.26 SD in math for Prior SPED students.10 The effect of 

charter entry on ELA achievement was similarly increasing, ranging from 0.04 SD in the entry 

year to 0.20 SD three years later (Appendix Table B2). Notably, the math increase for Prior 

SPED students briefly surpasses that of GenEd prior students two years after entry, though 

otherwise both math and ELA gains are similar for both groups. While these impacts are large, 

they are comparable to estimates from some lottery-based studies of charter impacts for general 

student populations. For example, Abdulkadiroğlu et al. (2011) find impacts of 0.2 to 0.4 SD per 

year, while Setren (2021) finds impacts of 0.21 to 0.26 SD per year for SWDs. Nonetheless, 

when looking specifically at Michigan general education student populations, we find estimates 

3 to 10 times greater than Dynarski et al. (2018) though they are directionally similar. Note, 

however, that the data in the present study are more recent and only partially overlap with their 

analysis. Moreover, our findings include the universe of Michigan charter schools while they 

focus on a single for-profit charter management network. 

Absences also improve immediately after transferring to a charter. In the first year, 

absences decrease by 5 pp (p<0.01), relative to a baseline absence rate among SWDs in TPS of 

7.4%, and this improvement in attendance continues to build throughout students’ tenure, 

reaching a 8.1 pp reduction in absences. These results are consistent with lottery estimates for 

both students with and without disabilities (Abdulkadiroğlu et al., 2011; Angrist et al., 2013; 

Cohodes et al., 2021) and SWDs (Setren, 2021). 

  

 
10 Coefficient estimates and standard errors provided in Appendix Table B2. 
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Figure 5 

The Relationship between Charter Schools and Math Achievement and Absence Outcomes 

 

 
 

G) Comparisons to TPS-TPS Switches 

 One concern regarding the validity of these results is that rather than picking up 

something unique about how SWDs perform and spend their time in charters, we instead are 

merely picking up the effects of school switching. To address that, in Online Appendix C, we 

provide estimates of impacts on SPED students from the first time they switch schools and 

distinguish between within-district switches between TPS and TPS to charter switches. Note that 
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the estimates for TPS-charter in this model differ slightly from our main estimates since we are 

restricting to students’ first switch between any schools, thus shrinking the sample.  

The results here show that our findings above of immediate increased time in general 

education, reduced SPED FTEs, speech-language service reduction, occupational therapy 

increase, achievement gains, and absence reductions, are largely a result of moving to charters 

rather than general moves as we find little indication of similar changes for TPS to TPS moves. 

We also see little change in achievement or absences among TPS-TPS movers with the exception 

of a decrease in ELA scores after 2 years. 

H) Charter Entry vs. Exit 

Our main analysis focuses on what happens to SWDs upon entry into a charter. Our 

reason for focusing on this decision rather than including exits, is that we believe that selection 

out of charters based on the revelation to the student and parents of insufficient special education 

resources is a larger concern than selection upon entry. Nonetheless, if our model appropriately 

accounts for this exit selection and we estimate impacts that are the opposite of the entry effects, 

this provides some evidence that our estimates have external validity beyond the subset of 

charter students who switch from TPS to charters. 

In Appendix D, we provide estimates for the 54,165 students who begin in charters but 

later exit to TPS, replacing the treatment with being in a period after charter exit (return to TPS) 

rather than charter entry. While we see an increase in SPED identifications, the results mostly 

demonstrate opposing and similar magnitude effects for special education outcomes to what we 

see from charter entry. SPED FTEs increase while time in general education falls after charter 

exit. At the same time, there is a slight shift away from resource programs and increases to 
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cognitive programs. The effects of charter exit on services also mirror those from charter entry. 

When students exit to TPS, service provision apart from occupational therapy increases, which 

was the opposite of what we saw upon charter entry. Impacts on achievement are for the most 

part not statistically significant but the estimates are noisy, limiting our ability to draw clear 

conclusions. 

I) Heterogeneity by Race/Ethnicity, Gender, Economic Status 

 

In Online Appendix E, we provide impacts on all our main outcomes split by race/ethnicity, 

gender, and economic status. For race/ethnicity comparisons of SWDs, we compare students of 

color (SOC) to White students. Unfortunately, to ensure we have sufficient precision, we must 

aggregate the SOCs into a single group. We recognize, however, that such aggregation may hide 

important patterns and thus remains a limitation of our study. SOCs who enter charters are more 

likely to be identified for special education after entering a charter than their White peers. 

However, we find differences in time spent in special education settings, with White students 

spending relatively more time than SOCs in special education classrooms.  

For gender, females see largely similar SPED impacts to males, though the latter exhibit 

significant increases in resource room assignments and smaller improvements in attendance as 

after entry. Finally, when we look by economic status, SWDs who are eligible for free or 

reduced-price lunch (FRPL) have similar changes in SPED time, program assignment, and 

services as their more well-resourced peers, but the achievement outcomes on standardized tests 

diverge, with FRPL students having greater long-run gains in math but lower long-run ELA 

improvements than non-FRPL SWDs. 
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VII. Discussion and Conclusion 

Charter schools entered the American education toolbox in large part to inject market 

mechanisms (i.e., incentives and other motivators) into school systems that had features of a 

public monopoly. To a certain extent, charter schools and school choice accountability measures, 

more broadly, have operated as theorized. Families have enrolled their children in charters 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2023), thus putting pressure on traditional public 

schools to adapt. Schools have placed greater emphasis on achieving measurable performance 

improvements (Cohodes, 2016; Jennings & Bearak, 2014). Schools that have been under-

enrolled and/or under-performing have faced more stringent consequences, including an increase 

in school closures (Duncan-Shippy, 2019; Redding & Nguyen, 2020). Overall, there has been a 

movement towards greater efficiency and cost savings in school operations. Nevertheless, these 

changes have not been without controversy. The focus of schools has often swung too far in its 

myopic focus on math and ELA test scores, such that perverse incentives have led to corruption 

and/or marginalization of students (Aronson et al., 2016; Martinelli et al., 2018; Patrick et al., 

2018). School closures have not always been fairly applied and often devastate communities 

(Duncan-Shippy, 2023; Ewing, 2018), and some charter schools continue operating despite 

evidence of their ineffectiveness (Gilblom & Sang, 2019). 

Accountability through school choice creates incentives for schools to make decisions 

that directly affect students’ education. While researchers have widely studied the effects of 

school choice on general education students, students with disabilities are rarely a focus in these 

analyses, though there are important exceptions, such as Setren (2021). Special education is 

significantly more expensive than general education, which may make it especially ripe for 
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schools searching for cost-saving and profit-making measures. Our research sheds light on how 

charter schools affect the education of SWDs and the special education they receive.  

First, we estimate the impact of charter schools on special education. Counter to what is 

hypothesized, there is a marginally significant increase in SPED identification and an increased 

likelihood of being assigned to special education programs. However, entry into charter schools 

results in students spending less of their time in special education environments as measured by 

SPED FTEs and percentage of time spent in a general education classroom. Furthermore, there is 

an immediate reduction in SPED services, though both time and services subsequently return to 

baseline. We argue that the increase in minimal time categories of SPED educational settings and 

programming are likely due to the newly identified students while the brief reduction in more 

substantial categories of these along with service provision followed by reversion to baseline are 

likely from students with existing IEPs, though we cannot check this directly due to the sample 

restrictions necessary for it creating a mechanical relationship in our regression models. Despite 

these changes, we find increases in achievement and lower absence rates, noting that, on average, 

students benefit on these measures from a move to Michigan charters regardless of their special 

education classification. 

Prior research has found that providing special education to students improves their 

academic and attendance outcomes (Cohen, 2007; Hanushek et al., 2002; Schwartz et al., 2021) 

and conversely removing access to special education is detrimental (Ballis & Heath, 2021). 

Unlike those studies, which focused on special education in traditional public schools, we find 

that despite a temporary reduction in special education time and services for some students, 

Michigan charter schools were able to improve the outcomes for SWDs at rates similar to what 

we estimate for non-SWDs. Additionally, we note that these student improvements continue to 
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trend positively as SWDs’ IEPs are further refined, with some SPED services returning to 

baseline or increasing. However, it remains unknown how charters determine and prioritize 

services and which combination of services are most instructionally effective. 

While our research estimates the causal impact of charter entry on special education and 

educational outcomes, it is not without limitations. Our estimates are based on the legally 

binding intent to provide special education as specified in student’s Individualized Education 

programs. Nevertheless, intent may not be reality. It is possible that charters, and schools more 

generally, do not uphold their guarantee to provide the accommodations and services spelled out 

in IEPs. Even if schools provide what they say they will, our study cannot determine what 

special education should have been provided from an educationally optimal level – we can only 

show if what is promised in charters differs from that in traditional public schools.  

Nonetheless, our results indicate that even with providing fewer services and an 

educational environment that is geared away from special education intensity, students with 

SWDs see large achievement and attendance gains in charters, of magnitudes similar to those 

seen for non-SWDs. Critical points remain for future analysis with respect to determining how 

and to what extent the change in environment, services, and pedagogical practices drive these 

results. We do not think our results indicate that programs and services offered in TPS are 

ineffective. In fact, there is substantial overlap in service provision between TPS and charters 

that both types of schools have found essential. However, in seeking a more efficient assemblage 

of SPED services, charters are likely reluctant to provide the level of support found in TPS to 

benefit a relative handful of students. Taken together, our results suggest that education in 

Michigan charter schools is more effective, as measured by standardized test scores and 
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attendance, on average for all students, regardless of special education status. As such, charter 

schools can be a useful tool in servicing SWDs.  

 As previously mentioned, the charter environment in Michigan is ripe for educational 

innovation. With a concentration of contracted EMO-operated charters much more extensive 

than elsewhere, these charters are perhaps more motivated to reduce costs and increase revenues 

than charters in other states. Providing special education in Michigan is cost prohibitive, but 

student enrollment is fundamental to schools’ revenues. These charter schools have an incentive 

to provide a general education that is as or more effective than special education regardless of 

students’ disability status. In Michigan, the charter schools seem to have done that for the 

students with disabilities who enroll in them. Notwithstanding, there may be additional 

educational benefits available to these students if the unique general education in charter schools 

were supplemented by special education. 

Beyond the effect on SWDs, there is the question of how teachers and students’ peers are 

affected by the greater time SWDs spend in general education (Gilmour, 2018). Also left out of 

this analysis are the family and students’ voices. Our results cannot speak to how SWDs and 

their families find the level of special education they receive. What we show, though, is evidence 

that charter schools approach special education distinctly from TPS. Nevertheless, student 

outcomes – math and ELA achievement and attendance – show improvement. This evidence 

suggests that charter schools might have made modifications to special education for some 

students that are both more efficient and effective than the TPS approach, a possibility that 

demands further research.  
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Online Appendix 

***Not for Publication*** 

Appendix A) For-Profit vs. Non-Profit Managed Charters 

Although charter schools tend to have similar incentives built into their contracts with 

authorizers, charter schools managed by for-profit education management organizations 

(EMOs) may have even greater motivation to pursue cost-saving measures and to make 

decisions that would maximize profits than non-profit charter management organizations 

(CMOs). Therefore, we now look separately at how charter schools managed by CMOs 

compare to their EMO-managed peer institutions. Nonetheless, we caution that our estimates 

by management profit status are relatively imprecise. Hence, while we generally find little 

difference between the two, that may simply be a function of the estimates being noisy.  
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Figure A1 

Special Education Identification by Charter School Management Type 
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Figure A2 

Special Education FTEs and Educational Setting by Charter School Management Type 
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Figure A3 

Special Education Programs by Charter School Management Type 
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Figure A4 

Special Education Services by Charter School Management Type 
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Figure A5 

Special Education Achievement and Absence Outcomes by Charter School Management Type 

 

 



Appendix B – Main Charter Entry Estimates and Additional Summary Statistics 

Table B1– Overall Difference-in-Differences Estimate 
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Table B2 



 

Table B3 – Observation Counts 
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Table B4 – SPED Summary Statistics by Charter Mobility 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix C – Charter Entry Compared to TPS-TPS Switches 

To look at whether our estimates reflect entry into a charter school rather than just school 

switches, in this section we estimate separate models for school changes from TPS to TPS and 

from TPS to charters.  

Figure C1 – SPED Identification Effects for Charter and TPS School Switches 
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Figure C2 – SPED Outcome Effects for Charter and TPS School Switches 
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Figure C3 – Achievement and Absence Effects for Charter and TPS School Switches: 
Restricted to Prior SPED 
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Appendix D – Impacts of Charter Exit  

In this section, we analyze the impacts of charter exit for students who begin in charter 

schools and eventually leave for a TPS. The econometric model is the same as in equation (1) 

with the exception that instead of setting t=0 as charter entry, we set it to charter exit. We also 

restrict to students who exit a charter at some point in our sample frame. The results show that, 

while there is a small increase in identification after charter exit, the patterns for educational 

setting, program participation, and service provision are the opposite of what we see upon charter 

entry. 

 

Figure D1 – SPED Identification Effects of Charter Exit 
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Figure D2 – SPED Outcome Effects of Charter Exit 
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Figure D3 – Achievement and Absence Effects of Charter Exit: Restricted to SPED Prior to 
Exit 
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Appendix E - Heterogeneity by Race, Gender, Economic Status 

A) Race 

Although the outcomes for students of color and White students are largely consistent after 

entering charters, the effect of charter entry are less uniform between races.  

Figure E1 – SPED Identification Effects by Race 
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Figure E2 – SPED Outcome Effects by Race 
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Figure E3 – Achievement and Absence Effects by Race: Restricted to Prior SPED 
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Gender 

The effects of charter entry on special education are largely consistent between boys and girls.  

Figure E4 – SPED Identification Effects by Gender 
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Figure E5 – SPED Outcome Effects by Gender 
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Figure E6 – Achievement and Absence Effects by Gender: Restricted to Prior SPED 
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SES 

The estimated charter effects are comparable between students who do and do not qualify for 

free or reduced-price lunch, with some divergence in achievement outcomes.  

Figure E7 – SPED Identification Effects by FRPL Eligibility 
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 Figure E8 – SPED Outcome Effects by FRPL Eligibility 
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Figure E9 – Achievement and Absence Effects by FRPL Eligibility: Restricted to Prior 
SPED 
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 **WP Version Only*** 

Appendix F) Analysis of Inter-district Choice 

In addition to charter schools, Michigan also has a unique inter-district choice program – 

part of the Schools of Choice (SoC) program – that allows students to choose to enroll in nearby 

participating districts outside their own. Unlike charter schools, the schools in the inter-district 

option are also TPS, with the same or similar bureaucratic governance and oversight present in 

the student’s assigned school. However, students can take advantage of differences in resources, 

classes, teachers, peers, etc. that exist within and across districts.  

To discern whether the differences in special education between TPS and charter schools 

are a function of the school type or just a reflection of families finding a more suitable school as 

based on their preferences, we conduct the same analysis for students switching schools via 

inter-district choice as we did for students moving to charters. We begin this analysis first by 

providing important background information on inter-district choice. Next, we provide the 

results of our estimates. We then conclude with a brief discussion of how the contrast between 

the changes in special education for students who switch to charter schools as compared to 

students who partake in inter-district choice lends support to our conclusion of charter schools 

providing a different model of special education than TPS.  

Background on Inter-district Choice 

While states may have inter-district policies, how they operate is unique to each one 

(Carlson et al., 2018). Some states require mandatory acceptance or give priority to students 

from certain demographics or schools, others give districts discretion on how they will set their 

policies. How states allocate funds and resources, including transportation, to districts with 
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transfer students is a major consideration when establishing these policies, again with states 

differing in how they handle them.  

Unsurprisingly, districts that receive more students than they lose tend to be more 

advantaged on traditional measures, greater family income, achievement scores and per pupil 

expenditures (Carlson et al., 2011, 2018; Holme & Richards, 2009; Lavery & Carlson, 2015; 

Welsch et al., 2010; Welsch & Zimmer, 2012). However, districts with high achievement also 

had high rates of student movement from their district, with students moving from high 

performing districts to even higher performing ones (Hong & Choi, 2015; Powers et al., 2018). 

As with charter school students, inter-district choice participants are less likely to be in special 

education (Carlson et al., 2018; Holme & Richards, 2009; Lavery & Carlson, 2015; Powers et 

al., 2012). One study in Minneapolis, found that students who participate in choice are more 

likely to attend schools with a lower percentage of SWDs (Hong & Choi, 2015). Furthermore, 

SWDs who initially transfer are more likely to return to their assigned TPS (Carlson et al., 2018). 

Evidence on the effectiveness of inter-district choice is limited relative to that of charter 

schools. A couple of scholars have found some positive achievement effects (Bifulco et al., 

2009; Carlson et al., 2018; Welsch & Zimmer, 2012). However, in one study it appears that the 

positive effects are rather a regression to the mean, with those who participate in inter-district 

choice experiencing declining achievement scores prior to choice (Carlson et al., 2018). 

Moreover, if participants left choice and returned to their assigned TPS, their scores continued to 

decline. Another study from Hong & Choi (2015) offered additional sobering results, with inter-

district choice having null effects on academic achievement, except for in 3rd grade. More 

positively, Welsch & Zimmer (2012) find evidence that Wisconsin school districts that have 
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greater student out-migration successfully respond by improving quality and raising standardized 

test scores, even once accounting for lower performing students leaving.  

In Michigan, inter-district school choice has been found to have little effect on student 

achievement (Cowen & Creed, 2017). There were small positive effects on math achievement for 

students who moved to the highest performing districts, but for students who went to the lowest 

performing districts, there was a slight decline in reading scores. The authors also mention 

evidence of statistically significant positive effects for SWDs; however, further specification 

checks did not include SWDs. In an earlier study, Cowen et al. (2015) reveal that Michigan’s 

inter-district choice is used more by Black and low-income (FRPL) students. Yet, there’s a 

counter pull, such that those same students are also more likely to exit and return to their 

assigned TPS. The authors find a similarly high rate of bidirectional entry and exit for low-

performing students, as well as evidence of lower retention for SWDs, English language learners 

and Latinx students.  
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Table F1 

Summary Statistics for Interdistrict Choice 

 

 

 

Table F1 provides summary statistics for students with and without disabilities who 

participate in inter-district choice. In general, district choice participants with disabilities do not 

differ much demographically or in terms of achievement from TPS students with disabilities. 
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Like in charter schools, however, they do have a lower SPED FTE rate than TPS students, at 

14% relative to 20%. 

Results 

Our baseline empirical model for district choice the same as equation (1) except we 

restrict to students who participated in interdistrict choice and use entry into the first interdistrict 

choice school as t=0. Again, we account for time-cohort heterogeneity. Table F2 compares the 

entry cohorts, with students in the 2012-2013 school year cohort entering in or before 2012. 

Table F2  

Inter-district Cohorts 
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One potential challenge to our primary conclusion of there being differences in how 

special education is practiced in charter schools is that the change in special education is driven 

by changing schools regardless of the type. Parents of students with disabilities may transfer 

their child to a different school because of the type of special education the parent desires their 

child to receive. Although there may be endogeneity in the type of households that use inter-

district choice as compared to charter schools, our results lend support to the difference in special 

education being attributable to the type of school. 

In Figure F1, we see that identification for special education changes little after inter-

district entry. While students who entered charters were marginally more likely to be identified 

with a disability, students who enter a new school using inter-district choice have non-

statistically significant changes in identification.   
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Figure F1 

The Relationship between SPED Identification and Inter-district Choice 

 

Turning our attention to the special education settings, we identify distinctions between 

the special education settings for inter-district and charter students. While students entering 

charters had a sudden drop in special education time, inter-district participants’ time in special 

education (mean SPED FTE) is largely unchanged after entry (Figure G2). Students do appear 

marginally more likely to spend 40-79% of the school day in special education a year after entry, 

but this quickly reverses and may simply reflect noise. As such, time spent in special education 

largely remains flat after interdistrict choice.  

Figure F2 

The Relationship between inter-district choice and SPED FTEs and Educational Setting 
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With respect to special education programs, in contrast to charter entry, which brought 

resource room use increases and cognitive room use decreases, the latter temporarily, inter-

district choice shows far less change (Figure F3). Resource program assignments do see a slight 

increase by year three, matching the charter impacts in direction if at a smaller magnitude. 

However, we see little impact on cognitive or other SPED programs. 

  



CHARTER SCHOOLS AND STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

91 
 

Figure F3 

The Relationship between inter-district choice and SPED Programs 

 

 

We finish our analysis of the impact of inter-district choice on special education by 

looking at the change in SPED services (Figure F4). Again, the impacts of interdistrict choice are 

largely null, even though we saw some temporary reductions for charter entries.  
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Figure F4 

The Relationship between inter-district choice and SPED Services 

 

 

The results of our inter-district analyses provide evidence in support of there being a 

difference in how charter schools provide special education. The patterns of identification for 

both charter and inter-district choice may indicate the degree of subjectivity that IEP teams have 

on diagnosing a disability, with charter schools and/or the parents attending charter schools being 

more likely to identify a disability two or three years after entry. From the different diagnosed 

disabilities, charter schools then use different models of special education than TPS whether a 

student is in their assigned school or using inter-district choice. While students using inter-

district choice, in the aggregate, spend similar amounts of time in special education before and 

after entry, students entering charters spend less time in special education, are more likely to be 
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assigned to a resource program after entry, and are assigned fewer special education services in 

the first year, all of which evidence fewer disability-specific programs and services.  

Critically, however, the results for the inter-district choice participants underscore that the use of 

school choice and the accompanying changes in special education do not guarantee improvement 

in student outcomes. While students who entered Michigan charter schools had academic 

achievement and attendance benefits, inter-district choice participants did not realize the same 

benefits. Academic achievement, as measured by standardized tests, are statistically unchanged 

despite using inter-district choice, and the effect on absence rates is too noisy to ascertain 

whether the effect of the district change on attendance is at best null.  

Figure F5 

The Relationship between Student Achievement and Absence Outcomes and Inter-district Choice 

 







 


