
 
 

Are Charter Schools Serving All Children?  Parents of Special Needs Students in Los 

Angeles County Say “No” 

Introduction  

Since the idea of “separate but equal” educational settings was challenged in Brown v. Board of 

Education
1
 in 1954, parents of students with disabilities have slowly gained access to more and 

more educational settings and programs. In 1997, the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) 

and its reauthorization in 2004 as the Individuals with Disabilities Improvement Act (IDEIA)
2
 

gave parents and students more access by codifying that all students are entitled to a “free and 

appropriate public education.” 

Unfortunately, children with disabilities are oftentimes pushed 

away from programs and educational settings that are unwilling 

or unable to meet their needs. Recently, the Learning Rights Law 

Center (“Learning Rights”) has seen a flood of complaints from 

parents stating that charter schools in Los Angeles County have 

been denying admission to students with special needs. 

Although many people confuse charter schools with private 

schools, charter schools are actually public schools and they fall 

under the jurisdiction of the public school system.
3
 As public 

schools, charter schools are therefore required to enroll any 

student who is eligible for a public education, including students 

with disabilities. Indeed, the California Education Code states, “a 

charter school . . . shall not discriminate against any pupil on the 

basis of ethnicity, national origin, gender, gender identity, gender 

expression, or disability.”
4
 

LRLC Survey  

In the summer of 2014, Learning Rights conducted a survey of 

100 parents of students with disabilities and found that many 

parents were denied access to charter schools simply because 
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 347 U.S. 483 (1954).  

2
 20 U.S.C. §§ 1400–1482 (2010). 
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 See Cal. Educ. Code § 47615(a)(1)–(2) (West 2014). 
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 Cal. Educ. Code § 47605(d)(1) (West 2014). 

What is the TIGER 

Program?  

In 2005, the Learning Rights 

Law Center created the 

Training Individuals for 

Grassroots Education Reform 

(TIGER) Program.  

 

TIGER is a hands-on, self-

advocacy program designed to 

provide families with the 

resources they need to 

successfully advocate for 

themselves and their children. 

 

The program currently works 

with 150 families a month in 

Los Angeles County, including 

many who took our 2014 

charter school survey.   
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their children have special needs. Our five-question survey, which was available in both English 

and Spanish, sought to gauge whether charter schools in Los Angeles County were serving 

students with special needs. We received responses from 50 primarily English-speaking parents 

and 50 primarily Spanish-speaking parents.  The vast majority of our parents were surveyed at 

TIGER Program classes, but we also allowed parents to access the survey through Learning 

Right’s Facebook page. Most of the parents surveyed live in the following areas of Los Angeles 

or Los Angeles County: Watts, East Los Angeles, and Whittier. The results
5
 are as follows:  

Twelve percent of parents surveyed currently have a child who attends a charter school 

(Question 1, below). This percentage roughly corresponds to the overall percentage of students 

who are enrolled in charter schools in the Los Angeles Unified School District (“LAUSD”) as 

85,000 students in LAUSD schools are enrolled in charter schools
6
—or roughly 13% of the total 

640,000 students in LAUSD schools.
7
  In this respect, parents of special needs children are no 

different than other parents who seek charter schools with the hopes that their children will 

receive smaller classrooms and academically rigorous instruction.  

 

However, approximately 8% of parents surveyed report that they have applied to a charter school 

and have been denied because their child has special needs (Question 2, below). The fact that 

parents are being denied solely because of their child’s disability is illegal. Anecdotally, we have 

heard that charter schools oftentimes “counsel” parents of special needs students away from 

charter schools by telling them that charter schools cannot provide the services their children 

need. Charter school admission applications have also been known to flag whether a child has an 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) as a way of identifying students who should be denied 

admission.  

                                                           
5
 Results have been rounded to the nearest percentage point, as needed.  

6 2013-14 Los Angeles Charter Schools Fact Sheet, CAL. CHARTER SCH. ASS’N, 

http://www.calcharters.org/blog/2013Factsheet_Los_Angeles_Charter_Schools_Nov2013.pdf (last visited Oct. 27, 

2014). 
7
 District Information, LOS ANGELES UNIFIED SCH. DIST.  

http://home.lausd.net/apps/pages/index.jsp?uREC_ID=178745&type=d (last visited Oct. 27, 2014). 

Question 1: Do you currently have a special needs child in a 

charter school?  

Yes 12%

No 88%
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In Question 3 (below), we specifically asked parents whether district employees or school 

officials have told them that charter schools do not serve special needs children. We found that 

14% of parents surveyed have had this experience. Although charter schools (as public schools) 

should be open to all students, parents tell us that many charter schools go out of their way to 

prevent students with disabilities from enrolling. Several parents mentioned meeting charter 

school staff at community events and getting a hard sell for the school, only to have them 

backtrack once the parents disclosed their child’s disability.  

 

While parents of students with disabilities have a right to enroll their children in charter schools, 

many parents are unaware of this right. In Question 4 (below), we asked parents if they knew 

whether charter schools are legally required to serve special needs students. We found that the 

vast majority of parents (78%) do not know whether charter schools are supposed to serve all 

students. Just 20% of parents knew that charter schools are supposed to serve everyone, 

including students with special needs. Anecdotally, we have found that many parents believe that 

charter schools are essentially private schools that can select the students who they want to 

enroll. Unfortunately, since so many parents are unaware of their legal rights, they do not push 

Question 2: Have you ever applied to a charter school and been 

denied because your child has special needs? 

Yes 8% No 92%

Question 3: Has a district employee  or a school official (from a 

regular or charter school) ever told you that charter schools do 

not serve special needs children? 

Yes 14% No 86%
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back when schools deny their children admission or tell them that charter schools are not meant 

to serve children with special needs.  

 

The final question that Learning Rights asked parents was what resources would help them better 

understand charter schools (Question 5, below). Parents generally wanted access to more 

information about their rights and asked for informational flyers (63%) and actual training 

sessions (60%) on the topic. Other suggestions included circulating lists of charter school 

locations and availability and more information on what charter schools generally do. 

 

 

Question 4: Do you know if charter schools are legally required to 

serve special needs children? 

Yes, they are  20%

No, they don't have to  2%

I don't know  78%

Question 5: Would you be

interested in any of the following?

(multiple options allowed)
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A training session on charter
school rights 60%

A flyer on charter school rights
for special needs students 63%

Other 13%

I don’t need any more 
information  
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Conclusion and Recommendations 

Parents of students with disabilities have made tremendous advancements in special education in 

the past several decades, thanks to hard fought victories in the courts and through advocacy at 

the state and federal levels. This hard work has made special education vastly different than it 

was in 1954. However, much work needs to be done, including making charter schools 

accessible to all students.  

As charter schools expand across the country, an effort must be made to ensure that they educate 

all students. Indeed, this need is even more important in Los Angeles and Los Angeles County 

where charter schools are growing at a faster pace than the state or nation as a whole.
8
 It is 

imperative that as charter schools become the norm, they make an effort to teach all students, 

including students with disabilities.  

In order to address this need, the Learning Rights recommends the following:  

 A coordinated effort between charter schools, Los Angeles City and County officials, and 

community organizations to alert parents of children with disabilities about charter school 

responsibilities and rights;  

 

 An official mandate from school districts in Los Angeles County stressing that charter 

schools must enroll and serve students with special needs;  

 

 A coordinated effort between charter schools, Los Angeles City and County officials, and 

community organizations to develop resources, including recruitment materials for 

parents of special needs students in English and Spanish, for charter schools to enable 

them to fully serve and integrate special needs students; and 

 

 Funding for organizations, such as the Learning Rights, to advocate on behalf of parents 

and students with disabilities that may have been turned away from charter schools. 

 

 

 

                                                           
8
See Vanessa Romo, LAUSD charter school growth faster pace than in state, nation, LA SCHOOL REPORT (July 28, 

2014, 1:53 PM), http://laschoolreport.com/lausd-charter-school-growth-faster-pace-than-in-state-nation/.  

 

For more information on this paper, you may contact the Learning Rights Law Center 

at (213) 489-4030 or info@learningrights.org.  

You may also visit us at www.learningrights.org. 

 


