
Tennessee Charter Schools Excel  
in Postpandemic School Performance 

Researchers at the University of Kentucky and the University of Southern  
California examined the academic performance of Tennessee charter school 
students before, during, and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Using longitudinal 
student data from 2017–18 through 2022–23, the study evaluated standardized 
math and English language arts (ELA) test scores across the state. Their findings  Their findings  
demonstrate the significant positive impact that Tennessee’s public charter demonstrate the significant positive impact that Tennessee’s public charter 
schools have on students. schools have on students. 

During the 2022-23 school year, public charter school students outperformed traditional public school  
students at both the elementary and middle school levels. In ELA, this equates to an additional 73 days  
(3.3 months) of learning for elementary charter school students and 89 days (4.1 months) of learning for  
middle school charter students.

In math, these learning gains are even more pronounced, with elementary charter school students gaining  
an additional 174 days (8.0 months) of learning and middle school charter students gaining an additional  
143 days (6.6 months) of learning in math. 

During the 2022-23 school 
year, public charter school 
students made learning 
gains equivalent to 59 days 
more than their peers in  
ELA and 80 days more  
than their peers in math.

For charter students statewide, this difference in performance is equivalent to  
2.7 months of additional learning in ELA and 3.7 months of additional learning in math.
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Following the Pandemic, Tennessee Public Charter School  
Students Outperform Their Traditional Public School Peers

Additional Days of Learning for Tennessee Public Charter School  
Students Found at Both Elementary and Middle School Levels
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Evidence of Additional Days of Learning Were  
Identified in Both Nashville and Memphis

In Nashville, public charter school students consistently outperformed traditional public school students  
in both ELA and math during the 2022-23 school year. These learning gains translate to 77 days (3.6 months)  
of additional learning in ELA and 98 days (4.5 months) of additional learning in math for Nashville charter  
students.

Public charter school students in Memphis also outperformed traditional public school students in math,  
gaining an additional 47 days (2.2 months) of learning. In ELA, there were no statistically significant  
differences in student performance between public charter schools and traditional public schools in Memphis. 

Academic Growth  
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Researchers found no statistically significant difference in performance between public charter and traditional 
public school students during the 2020-21 school year. Nashville was an exception, with public charter school 
students outperforming traditional public school students by a small but statistically significant margin in  
English language arts (ELA). This signals that the COVID-19 pandemic negatively impacted student learning 
equally across the public charter and traditional public school sectors. However, by the 2021-22 school year, 
students in charter schools began outpacing their traditional district peers, and by the 2022-23 school year,  
we see the full impact of that outperformance.

The research team communicated findings from their technical report in units of standard deviations. These standard deviations measured the differ-
ences in performance between public charter and traditional public school students. To aid in the interpretation of these findings for nonresearchers, 
SCORE requested a conversion of these units into days of learning using methods established by the Center for Research on Education Outcomes 
(CREDO) at Stanford University. We will note that this conversion was not included in the official public analysis of the research and is actively being 
discussed by researchers in the field.  

Explicit Care Was Taken in Comparing Similar Charter School and Traditional Public School Students

In Tennessee, charter schools enroll a higher proportion of Black, Hispanic, and Native American students,  
as well as students who are economically disadvantaged. When comparing charter and traditional public  
school students, researchers gave greater weight to students in the comparison group who most closely  
resembled charter school students based on student demographic characteristics and baseline scores.  
Using these methods, researchers established the apples-to-apples comparison needed to examine  
differences in charter and traditional public school performance following the COVID-19 pandemic.  
The weighting strategy, known as inverse probability weighting, allows for a valid comparison between  
public charter and traditional public school students despite them serving different populations.

However, the following two academic years are marked by public charter school students  
outperforming traditional public school students by a statistically significant margin. 

Charter Schools and Traditional Public Schools  
Performed Similarly During the Pandemic  


