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In David Leonhardt’s Op-Ed piece in The New York Times titled ‘Schools that Work’ 

(Leonhardt, 2016), the author lends a face to an outcomes study of a particular model of charter 

school in Boston, MA (Angrist, Cohodes, Dynarski, Pathak, & Walters, 2013).  Leonhardt 

describes the study as one that compares two cohorts of students – one enrolled in a ‘high 

expectations, high support’ charter school and one not enrolled – chosen through a lottery 

system.  The study tracked thousands of applicants to Boston charter schools and looking at 

performance indicators through high school and beyond.  As a retrospective study, the authors 

were able to look at students that were accepted as well as those that were denied acceptance into 

the charter school system via the lottery process.   

It is not clear from the piece how the data collection took place, but I would assume it 

would come from a database containing state-mandated testing results and school outcomes data 

collected at the school level.  This type of aggregated data would be readily available to 

researchers as it would not include personal identifiers. 

That author specifically presents graphs of data for math scores for black and white 

students. The charts demonstrate that initially black students lagged behind white students, but 

by eighth grade, the white-black gap closes for students enrolled in the charter schools. 

The author concludes that there exists a charter school model that meets needs of students 

that is scalable which goes against the popular opinion that ‘charter schools fail to live up to their 

promise’ (Leonhardt, 2016).  For an opinion piece, this research-based evidence to counter a 

prevailing point of view.   

I found the presentation of the data somewhat problematic as the axes were not correctly 

labeled and may have been slightly confusing.  For the x-axis, the data appears to represent a 

range of scores against a mean with multiples of standardizations marked.  Though the shift in 
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scores noted in the two graphs is what is essential, it would be nice to have a better 

understanding of the data.   

There are several weaknesses in the presentation of the data.  The first of which is the 

lack of proper labeling in the two graphs.  The x-axis should be defined as standard deviations 

from the mean.  It is unclear what the y-axis represents.  It is understandable that the author 

would want to avoid statistical jargon in the body of the op-ed, but proper labeling of the graph 

seems essential in avoiding further confusion.  I believe the charts do a good job of 

demonstrating a change difference between students enrolled and not enrolled in these charter 

schools.  I would have preferred a description of whether or not the changes were statistically or 

meaningfully significant as this would further the author's opinion. 

Continuing the charter school theme, I chose an article by Naslund and Ponomariov 

recently published in the journal Management in Education by the British Educational 

Leadership, Management & Administration Society.  Their research examines whether or not 

labor practices in charter schools have an effect on the adverse effect teacher turnover has on 

student achievement (2018).   

The researchers identified five dependent variables, two independent variables, and 

fifteen control variables.  Data for these variables were collected from public sources and 

statistically compared, and regression rates for variables were calculated and presented.  There 

were four categories based on p-values – p > 0.1, p < 0.1, p < 0.01, and p < 0.001 which 

presumably relate to no significance, week significance, significance, and high significance, but 

this was not explicitly defined.  

The researchers concluded that, in charter schools, greater flexibility in policies related to 

hiring and firing might have a slight positive effect on student outcomes.  They state that the 
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effect is small in relation to the impact related to poverty and the organizational differences 

between public and charter school systems.  

I feel that there is room for improvement in the study starting with potential bias in favor 

of charter schools.  As stated by the authors, Texas provides a ‘permissive’ environment for 

charter schools in terms of labor policies setting up the sample studied to be more likely to 

experience teacher turnover.  The main reason for turnover is assumed to be due to performance 

when many other factors are likely to be involved.  Turnover rate is further complicated by the 

fact that Texas is an ‘at will’ state where teachers can be terminated for any reason.  The 

researchers referred No Child Left Behind, a law replaced four years before the publication, 

framing the study in a dated paradigm.   

The link between turnover and a more qualified pool of teachers is weak at best and 

assumes that strong teachers do not leave and that a majority of teachers that leave are of poor 

quality.  More specifically, ‘Hypothesis 1: increased turnover negatively affects student 

achievement’ and ‘Hypothesis 2: In charter schools, the negative effect of turnover on student 

achievement is reduced in comparison to traditional public schools’.  I feel that these hypotheses 

make broad assumptions and may be difficult to prove. 

Finally, the use of p-values to support the significant relationship between variables does 

not take into account sample size or the meaning behind the significance.   

It is clear that the popular article utilized language more familiar to a layperson while the 

research article assumed a familiarity with statistical norms.  Though this is appropriate in many 

cases, I do feel that The New York Times article could have done a better job of explaining the 

meaning behind the chosen graph.  In an age of hyperlinks, a link to a more in-depth explanation 

could be provided.  Opinion pieces are not expected to be more than opinion so a discussion on 
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the meaningfulness of the calculations was not expected, though I would suggest it would add 

credibility to the piece.   

I feel that the research article went in the opposite direction as the op-ed piece to the 

point where it had the feel of a fishing expedition.  The broad assumptions on turnover rate 

coupled with the overwhelming number of variables addressed hints that the driving research 

questions were not well written and the authors did not have a familiarity with the field.  As this 

was published in a journal related to management practices, I would think the authors may have 

focused on variables that had a stronger foundation in hiring and retention practice.  I may 

suggest that they focus on a smaller region or school and focus more on human resource records 

to better understand the turnover before relating this to educational outcomes.  
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Appendix A 

Link to popular article:  

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/06/opinion/sunday/schools-that-work.html 

Link to source journal article reference in popular article: 

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/683665  

Link to scholarly journal article: 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0892020618780963 
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