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When Low-Income Students Move
from Public to Private Schools

PAUL E. PETERSON AND WILLIAM G. HOWELL

Over the past few years, the school choice moverment has taken

~ off. Congress and many state legislatures have considered school voucher
- proposals that enable families, particularly Jow-income families, to choose
. among a wide range of schools, public and private, religious and secular.
" In 1990 the Wisconsin legislature enacted a pilot program that gave public

students access to secular private schools in Milwaukee; then in 1996 the
legislature expanded this program to include religious schools. After sur-
viving a constitutional challenge, the program went into effect in the fall of
1998. A similar program in Cleveland, enacted by the Ohio legislature, be-
gan its fourth year of operation in the fall of 1999, but at the time of this
writing its future was uncertain due to a court challenge. Also in 1999, a
potentially large state-wide voucher program was initiated in Florida.
Interest groups, political leaders, and policy analysts on all sides of the
ideological spectrum have debated the merits of school-choice programs.
The conversation is charged, and the country remains farqfrom any kind of
consensus. Supporters of school choice assert that low-income, inner-city
children learn mote in private schools; critics retort that any perceived

' learning gains in private schools are due to the more advantaged student
" body typically found in private schools. Proponents insist that families de-

velop closer communications with schools they themselves choose; critics
reply that when choices are available, mismatches often occur and private
schools expel problem students, adding to the educational instability of
children from low-income, inner-city families. Champions of choice sug-
gest that a more orderly educational climate in private schools enhances
learning opportunities, while opponents submit that private schools select
out the “best and the brightest,” leaving behind the most disadvantaged.
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Voucher advocates argue that choice fosters racial and ethnic integration;!
'

critics, meanwhile, insist that private schools balkanize the population into
racially and ethnically homogenous educational sectors,?

. Few of these disputes have been resolved, in part because high-quality
information about school-choice programs is in short supply. Although
many published studies compare public and private schools, they consis-
tently have been criticized for comparing dissimilar populations. Even
wh.en statistical adjustments are made for background characteristics, it re-
mains unclear whether findings describe actual differences between pub-
lic and private schools or simply differences in the kinds of students and
families attending them.?

Though the problem of selection bias has plagued education research
for years, it is not insurmountable. The best solution is to randomly assign
individuals to treatment and control groups, thus creating two popula-
tions that are by and large identical to one another. This procedure is stan-
dard in medical research, and recently it has found its way into education
studies, such as the Tennessee Star experiment that found that smaller
classes positively affect the achievement of those in kindergarten and first
grade.* Until now, however, this type of research design has not been care-
fully used to study the validity of competing claims about school choice.

In this chapter we report outcomes from a randomized experiment con-
ducted in New York City that was made possible by the School Choice
Scholarships Foundation (SCSF), a privately funded school choice pro-

gram. The program represents the first opportunity to evaluate a school- -

. choice pilot program that has the following characteristics:

1. Alottery that ailocates scholarships randomly to applicants and that

has been administered by an independent evaluation team that can

guarantee its integrity.

2. Baseline data on student test performance and family background
characteristics are collected from students and their families priorto
the lottery. '

3. Dataonabroad range of characteristics are collected from a high pro-
portion of the test group and the control group one year later.

Because it has these qualities, the SCSF is an ideal laboratory for studying
.the effects of school choice on such things as parental satisfaction, parental
involvement, school mobility, racial integration, and student achievement.

The School Choice Scholarships Foundation Program
In February 1997 SCSF announced that it would provide 1,300 scholarships

to llow—income families currently attending public schools. These scholar-
ships were worth up to $1,400 annually, and could be used for up to three
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. years to help pay the costs of attendinga private school, either religious or

secular. SCSF received initial applications from over twenty thousand stu-

- dents between February and late April 1997.

- In order to become eligible for a scholarship, children had to be entering
grades one through five, live in New York City, attend a public school at the
time of application, and come from families with incomes low enough.to
qualify for the federal government’s free school lunch program. Students
and an adult member of each family had to attend verification sessions at
which SCSF administrators documented family income and children’s pub-
lic-school attendance. Because of the large number of initial applications, it
was not feasible to invite everyone to these verification sessions. Therefore,
to give all families an equal chance of participating, a preliminary lottery de-
termined whose income and public school attendance SCSF would verify.
Only these families were then included in the final lottery that determined
the allocation of scholarships among applicants.

The final lottery, held in mid-May 1997, was administered by Mathe-
matica Policy Research (MPR); SCSF announced the winners. SCSF de-
cided in advance to allocate 85 percent of the scholarships to applicants
from public schools whose average test scores were less than the citywide
median. Consequently, applicants from these schools, who represented
about 70 percent of all applicants, were assigned a higher probability of
winning a scholarship. The results presented in this chapter have been ad-
justed, by weighting cases differentially, so that they can be generalized to
all eligible applicants.

Subsequent to the lottery, SCSF helped families find placements in pri-
vate schools, By mid-September 1997, SCSF reported that 1,168 scholarship
recipients, or 75 percent of all those offered a scholarship, had successfully
gained admission to some 225 private schools. -

Evaluation Procedures

In order to evaluate the voucher program, SCSF collected_‘baseline data on
student test scores, family demographics, and parents’ opinions on mat-
ters relating to their child’s education; one of the conditions for participat-
ing in the program was agreement to provide confidential baseline and fol-
low-up information.

Collection of Baseline Data

During the initial verification sessions, students entering grades two
through five took the Iowa Test in Basic Skills (ITBS) in reading and math-
ematics. Each student’s performance was given a national percentile rank-
ing that varies between one and one hundred. The national average is fifty.
While children completed the hour-long test, adults answered question-
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naires in a separate room. Although grandmothers and other relatives and

guardians also accompanied children to vetification sessions, in over 90
perc?nt of the cases a parent completed the questionnaire. Because schol-
arships were allocated by a lottery, there were few differences between
scholar's}}ip recipients and nonrecipients, though baseline test scores of
nonrecipients were somewhat higher.

First-Year Follow-up

To evaluate the effects of the scholarship on students and their families
MPR selected at random students from 1,000 families who had been of:
ffared a scholarship and from 960 families who had attended a verifica-
tion session but had not been offered a scholarship. Procedures used to
select the control group are described elsewhere.5 In April, May, and June
of 1998, these families were invited to attend sessions during u’rhich stu-
dents again took the ITBS in mathematics and reading. Parents com-
pleted follow-up surveys that asked a wide range of questions about the
educational expetiences of their oldest child within the age range eligi-
ble for a scholarship. Students in grades three, four, and five also com-
pleted short questionnaires. '

A%n.long recipients and nonrecipients, 83 percent of those selected for
partlf:lpatlon agreed to attend the testing and questionnaire sessions
held in April and May 1998. This high response rate was achieved in part

because SCSF conditioned the renewal of scholarships on participation

in the evaluation; nenrecipients selected to become members of the con-
trol group were financially compensated and told that they could auto-

njlatically enter a new lottery if they participated in these follow-up ses-
sions.% :

Validity of the Randomized Experiment

Wh.er.l randomized experiments are conducted, it is important to consider
their internal and external validity. The internal validity of an experiment
.depends on whether or not the test and control groups are in fact similar
inall respects, save for the experimental condition. Its external validity de-
pends on the extent to which one can generalize from the experimental
group to a larger population. We consider each in turn.

Internal Validity

As mentioned previously, three conditions allowed the evaluation team to
execute an experiment that had a high degree of internal validity. First
since the evaluation team itself performed the lottery assigning students:
totestand control groups, one can be confident that the comparison groups
were similar, on average, except that the members of one group were
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. offered a scholarship. Second, response rates were high, reducing the

chances that results would be dependent upon the characteristics of those
applicants who proved willing to remain in the evaluation after one year.”
Third, 75 percent of those receiving the scholarship made use of the schol-

" arship. As compared to those who did not use their scholarships, users had
similar incomes but were more likely fo be college educated and weread-

vantaged in a number of other respects; on the other hand, they were also
more likely to be African American.® Because of these differences, com-
parisons between scholarship users and the appropriate control group
were estimated by means of a statistical technique commonly used in med-
ical evaluations to adjust for differential patient use of the medical proce-

dure under investigation.”
External Validity: Small Groups and Large Groups

Although a randomized experiment can achieve a high degree of inter-
nal validity by securing high response rates and adjusting for noncom-
pliance (in this case, scholarship recipients who stayed in the public
schools and nonrecipients who attended private schools), questions of
external validity remain. In medical research, it may be unclear whether
one will obtain the same results when one expands treatment beyond a
small group. The difficulties of generalization are no less significant in
the field of education. Vouchers and scholarships may have positive ef-
fects when used on a small scale, but the consequences may be quite dif-
ferent when writ large. Because the SCSF program only reached a small

" percentage of eligible New York City students, for example, it probably

had little impact on the composition of public and private student bod-

- ies: larger programs may have a more substantial effect on the two edu-

cational sectors and thereby generate a different set of findings. The only
way to find out is to expand the scale of the experiment to include ever

larger populations.

External Validity: Differences between Applicant
and Eligible Populfation

o

Questions about the external validity of a school choice experiment arise,
however, even before any student has been awarded ascholarship. As with
any intervention, only a certain percentage of the eligible population will
be interested in and have the means of taking advantage of it. If the appli-
cant population is very unusual, it becomes difficult to generalize from this
group to one that a larger voucher program might reach.

It is quite possible that many families who met SCF5’s requirements,
and who were interested in sending their child to a private school, never
heard of the program in the first place. And of those who were informed
and who considered applying, many others may have decided not to par-
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ticipate in the lengthy eligibility verification sessions. Given these barriers
to entry, it is possible that the application process attracted a population
substantially different from a cross-section of all those eligible.

To estimate the distinctiveness of the voucher applicants, Rachel
Deyette at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government obtained demo-
graphic information on the general New York City population that would
have been eligible had scholarships been offered in 1990, the last year in
which a U.S. census was taken.'? Her estimate is based on data collected at
a time when New York's economic and social conditions differed from
those prevailing when applicants were surveyed. For one thing, in 1990 the
economy was in a recession, whereas in 1997, the year SCSF first accepted
applications, it was in the midst of a boom. In addition, education levels of
the adult population rose during the interceding seven years. Nonetheless,
Deyette’s data provide a useful, albeit rough, estimate of the extent to

which the SCSF applicants differ from those eligible within the larger New -

York population. . ‘

Deyette found no significant difference between these two groups’ in-
comes, having adjusted for inflation between 1990 and 1997. Father em-
ployment rates were similar. Also, the residential mobility of the applicént
population was about the same as that of the eligible population. And ap-
plicant mothers were only slightly more likely to be foreign-born than were
the eligible population. Applicants were also more likely to be dependent
on various forms of government assistance, less likely to be non-Hispanic

white and more likely to be African American. If this suggests that the ap- -

plicant population was particularly disadvantaged, other findings pointin
the opposite direction. Mothers and fathers were considerably more likely
to have some college education, English was more likely to be the language
spoken in the household, and mothers were more likely to be employed ei-
ther full or part-time. .

While SCSF applicants were somewhat different from the eligible pop-
ulation within New York City, these differences do not indicate that the ap-
plicant pool was a particularly advantaged group. Indeed, along most di-
mensions scholarship applicants appeared less advantaged than the large
population from which they were drawn. While not definitive, these find-
ing ought to allay some of voucher critics’ concern that only “white and
higher-SES families will ... be in a position to take greater advantage of the
educational market.”11

Parental Reports on Public and Private Schools

In this section of the paper we discuss the effects of the choice program on

student experiences in school, as perceived by their parents. Significant dif-
ferences were observed in the school facilities available to students, the de-
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gree of ethnic integration, parental satisfaction, discipline problems in
school, and school-parental communications.

School Facilities

Most observers believe that the facilities in central-city public schools are
generally larger and more sophisticated than are those in central-city pri-
vate schools. With a few exceptions, reports from applicant parents in New
York City are consistent with this conventional wisdom. First of all, public
schools are larger. As estimated by parents, the effect of taking a scholar-
ship was to reduce the size of the school a child attended by 141 students,
or about 30 percent. Private school parents also reported that their children
were in smaller classeés. With a scholarship, the size of a child’s class
dropped; on average, by 2.7 students, or about 10 percent.

But while public schools may be larger, they also have more varied and
extensive programs and facilities to serve their students. (See figure 14.1.)
Public schools were more likely to have a library, a cafeteria, a nurse’s of-
fice, child counselors, and special programs for non—English speakers and
students with learning problems. The biggest difference was for programs
for non-English speaking students. Forty-eight percent of the scholarship
parents reported such a program in their schools, as compared to three-
quarters of the control group. Most other differences, however, were sub-
stantially smaller; for example, 80 percent of the scholarship families re-
ported their school had a nurse’s office, as compared to 94 percent of the
parents in the control group. In a couple of instances, private school par- '
ents reported more extensive facilities and programs. Por example, private
school parents were somewhat more likely to say their schools had a com-
puter laboratory and a music program. In other cases, such as arts pro-
grams, after-school programs, and programs for advanced learners, nodif-
ferences between the two groups could be detected.

Ethnic Composition of School

Using a scholarship in New York City slightly reduced the racial isolation
of minority students (figure 14.2). When asked, “What percentage of the
students in this child’s classroom are minority?” 18 percent of the scholar-
ship users replied that less than half of the students in the classroom were
of minority background. Only 11 percent of the parents in the control group
gave this response. At the other end of the spectrum, 37 percent of the con-
trol-group parents said their child’s classroom was all-minority, as com-
pared to just 28 percent of the parents of scholarship users.

Parental Satisfaction

Most studies of voucher programs for low-income minority families have
found that families receiving the scholarships are much more satisfied with
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Figure 14.1. Facilities for Students in Public Schools
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~ their child’s schooling than are families who remain in public schools.!?

The results from New York confirm these earlier findings. When asked to

" assess the school’s overall performarice, private school parents give sig-

nificantly higher grades than do public school parents, Half of the schol-
arship users gave their school an “A,” as compared to one-eighth of the
control group. “

We also examined particular dimensions of parental satisfaction (figure
14.3). On every aspect of a schoel about which parents were questioned,
scholarship parents were substantially more satisfied than parents in the
control group. The percentage of “very satisfied” parents within the pri-
vate school sector was significantly higher for all of the following;: location
of the school, school safety, parental involvement, class size, school facil-
ity, student respect for teachers, teacher communication with parents, free-
dom to observe religious traditions, parental support for the school, disci-
pline, clarity of school goals, staff teamwork, teaching and academic
quality.?®

The scholarship program had the smallest impact ori parents satisfac-
tion with school location. One-half of the scholarship parents were very sat-
isfied with the school’s location, but over a third of the control group was
also very satisfied. In every other domain, however, differences between the
two groups were considerably larger. For example, more than half of the
scholarship parents were very satisfied with the academic quality of the
school, while just one-sixth of the control group were. Similarly, 58 percent
of the scholarship parents expressed the highest satisfaction with “what’s
taught in school,” as compared to 18 percent of the control group.

a0

M Schelarship Students
W Controt Group in Public Schools

Less Than Half About Half More Than Half Everyone

Figure 14.2. Racial Composition of Classroom (Percentage of students in child’s
class who are minority)
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The consistency of these findings reveals strong enthusiasm for the
private schools participating in the voucher program, as compared with
the level of satisfaction with public schools. Less emphasis, however,
should be placed on the reports parents provide for specific items. Other -
evaluations of school voucher programs suggest that scholarship par-
ents become increasingly discerning about the quality of their children’s
schools the more time that passes. Overarching excitement often gives
way to a more considered assessment of the 'merits of public and private
education. In Cleveland, for example, parents after two years in the pro-
gram remained equally satisfied with the academic program, safety and
school discipline at their school, but their satisfaction with school facili-
ties, and parental involvement declined significantly.'*

Discipline Problems in School

If parental reports are accurate, the scholarship program had a major im-
pact on the quality and safety of students’ lives at school. Take a look at fig-
ure 14.4. Scholarship parents were more likely to report that the following
were nof a serious problem at their school: students destroying property,
being late for school, missing classes, fighting, cheating, and causing racial
conflict. For example, 39 percent of the parents with students in private
schools thought fighting was a serious problem at their school, versus
nearly two-thirds of the control group. Thirty-eight percent of scholarship
users perceived tardiness as a problem, as compared to 57 percent of par-

Low Income Students from Public to Private Schools 349

ents within the control group. Nearly 30 percent of scholarship users and

" 49 percent of the control group said destruction of property was a serious

problem. :

‘Although student reports are not as sharply differentiated, they are
nonetheless consistent with parental assessments. Scholarship students
were more likely to report that “students got along with teachers” and
“students are proud to go to this school.” Scholarship students were also
less likely to feel “put down” by teachers and to have friends who use bad
language, though these differences are not statistically significant.

School Communications and Parental Involvement

Parents of saholarship_uéé}s report much higher levels of communications
from their children’s schools. Figure 14.5 indicates that a higher percent-
age reported:

—being informed about student grades halfway through the grading pe-
riod; ’

—being notified when their child is sent to the office the first time for dis-
ruptive behavior;

~—parents speaking to classes about their jobs;

- —parents participating in instruction;

—parent open-house or back-to-school night being held at the school;
—receiving notes about their child from the teacher;

—receiving a newsletter about what is going on in school;

—being informed by school administtators when the child is absent.

70
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Figure 14.4. Discipline Problems
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The largest differences involved parents receiving newsletters and notes
from teachers and parents participating in instruction and speaking about
their jobs. Over 90 percent of the scholarship users reported receiving notes
from teachers as compared to just over three-fourths of the parents in the
control group,

Critics of school choice often argue that perceived differences between
voucher recipients and public school students have little to do with the
schools themselves, but rather are a function of parental involvement. By
virtue of applying for a voucher, parents distinguish themselves as more
involved with their child’s education. And from this basis, all subsequerit
differences in achievemnent and satisfaction derive. There is some reason to
believe that the parents of voucher recipients differ somewhat from par-
ents of public school students generally. Indeed, findings described earlier
speak to this very issue. But it would be misleading to then conclude that
parental involvement is a fixed characteristic. Again, because treatment
and control groups were virtually identical at baseline, differences de-
tected in New York can meaningfully be attributed to programmatic ef-
fects. The evidence presented here suggests that private schools may do a
better job at communicating with parents about their children’s progress
and convincing them fo participate in the classrooms.

M Scholarship Parents

M Parents of Control Group in Public School

% of Parents Reporting Communication

Grade nformation Notified of Participate in ~ Receive Notes from  Receive Newstetter
Dismuptive Behavior Instnzction Teacher

Figure 14.5. Communication with School
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Continuing in the Program

All else being equal, students do better the less their education is dis- -
rupted. Does school choice destabilize a child’s educational experience? In
his evaluation of the Milwatkee school choice program, John Witte voiced
concern about the high rate of attrition within private schools.!®> And a

‘number of choice critics have raised questions about the readiness of pri-

vate schools to expel students who do not “fit in.”'® But it is not entirely
clear that a public school education is any more stable than a private one.
Indeed, anumber of studies of school choice have found that students from
low-income families are more likely to remain in the same school, both
within the school year and from one year to the next.!”

Remaining in Same School during School Year

Most educators think that it is especially important that students remain
within the same school for the entire school year. If school choice disrupted
the education of many children within one school year, it would raise ques-
tions about the viability of voucher programs. In general, however, the
findings from the SCSF pilot program indicate that this is not a serious con-
cern: scholarship students were no more likely to move from one school to
another than were the students in the control group.

Ninety-five percent of all students in the study were said to have re-
mained in the same school the entire year, much higher than is typical of
inner-city minority children in general.'® No differences in school mobil-
ity rates are apparent between the scholarship parents and the control
group. Similarly, suspension rates were much the same for both groups.
Six percent of the parents in the control group and 4 percent of the schol-
arship users reported their child had been suspended.®

The few families who did change schools were asked why they
changed. Among both groups, the reasons given were fairly evenly distrib-
uted across the variety of alternatives provided in the questionnaire. The
most frequently mentioned reasons were that the school was too expensive
or that the family had moved away from the school.> School expulsion or
suspension was a trivial factor, affecting less than 1 percent of each group.
In short, school mobility was very low and virtually identical for both
scholarship users and members of the control group.

Plans for Next Year

Scholarship recipients said they were more likely to attend the same school
next year than wete members of the control group. Things look much the
same when examining mobility rates across school years. Once again, dif-
ferences between public and private schools are minimal. As one might ex-
pect, a larger percentage of families in both groups plan on switching




352 ‘ | Choice

schools over the summer than during the school-year itself. Eighty-four
percent of the families using a scholarship said they expected their child to
be back at the same school, as compared to 69 percent of the control group.
Approximately 5 percent of scholarship parents said they planned to
change schools because they did not find the quality of their school ac-

ceptable, and another 5 percent said they were preparing to move away

from the school. The next most frequently mentioned reasons, given by less
than 2 percent of scholarship parents, were expense and an inconvenient
location. Less than one percent of all scholarship users said their school had
asked them “not to return.” )
Nearly a third of the families in the control group were planning to
change schools after the program’s first year. However, 12 percent of those
changing schools said it was because their child was graduating—pre-
sumably from elementary to middle school, a division found in New York
public schools but not in most New York private schools. If these families

are put to one side, thére remains 19 percent of the control group that

planned to change schools, about the same rate as among scholarship par-
ents. Seven percent of the control group said the quality of their school was
not acceptable. Less than 1 percent of all control group members said they
were changing schools because their child had been asked not to return.

Test Performance

Most school choice experiments conducted thus far have not conformed to -

a classic randomized experiment. Privately funded programs in Indi-
anapolis, San Antonio, and Milwaukee admitted students on a first-come,
first-served basis. In the state-funded program in Cleveland, scholarship
winners were initially selected by means of a lottery, but eventiially all ap-
plicants were offered a scholarship, thereby precluding the conduct of a
randomized experiment. The public Milwaukee program did award
vouchers by a lottery, but data collection was incomplete.2* Given the lim-
itations on prior research, this evaluation provides a much improved op-
portunity to estimate the impact of attending a private school on scholat-
ship recipients’ test scores. '

Figure 14.6 reports test score differences after one year between private
school students and students in the control group. Results are provided on
reading and mathematics for students in grades two, three, four, and five,
and, finally, in order to increase the number of observations, for the com-
bined group of fourth and fifth graders. Because baseline test scores were
not collected from applicants then in kindergarten, no first grade resulis
are reported. _

Results varied somewhat from one grade to the next. After one year, sec-
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ond grade scholarship recipients scored, on average, five percentile ppints
higher in math than students in the control group; the difference was seven

percentile points for those in fourth grade and five points for those in fifth.
_The impacts of school choice are much the same for reading. Second grade

reading scores increased by four points; fourth grade scores increased j}lSt
one point; fifth grade scores jumped by six points. The effects among third
graders are —2.0 points in math and —3.0 in reading; these results are nf)t
statistically significant. We do not know why gains are not observed in
grade three. .

Because they are based on a larger number of observations and thus are
more robust, the results for fourth and fifth grade students combined are
worthy of special attention. For these students, the impact of a schglarship
student’s attendance in a private school is five percentile points in math

and three points in reading.
Equal Opportunity

Some critics of school choice concede that test scores may improve, but
they suggest that gains will be concentrated among the most advan-
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Figure 14.6. Test Score Gains from Attending a Private School (Percentile points by
which private school students outperform control group-in public schools)
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taged, thereby increasing differences between higher-scoring and
lower-scoring students.?? Better students may win access to higher-
quality schools, the argument goes, while lower-scoring students are rel-

egated to less effective schools. The net result may constitute aggregate -

gains, but these come at the cost of greater variations in student perfor-
mance.

Some defenders of school choice, by contrast, have argued that the op-
posite will occur.? They point to the fact that public schools need only re-
port summary test score statistics, and it is on this basis that they are
judged; to maximize these aggregate scores, public schools focus on the
more talented students, then place the less talented in special education
classes and exclude them from high-stakes tests. Private schools, by con-
trast, need to keep all of their paying customers happy, or else they will

leave, Students in private schools, thus, ought to receive roughly the same

amount of attention, regardless of their ability level. .

To test these competing hypotheses, we calculated the coefficient of
variation, a measure of test score dispersion for student test scores at
baseline and again at the end of the first year. By identifying the direc-
tion and amount of change in the coefficient of variation between test
scores at baseline and at the end of the first yeay, it is possible to deter-
mine the extent to which test score gains are becoming more or less dis-
persed. A negative sign suggests that achievement differences among
students are diminishing, a positive sign, obviously, suggests that dif-

ferences are increasing. As can be seen in table 14.1, the coefficients de-

clined—that is, scores were becoming more similar over time, in both
public and private schools. In other words, neither public nor private
schools are contributing directly toward greater inequality in ability lev-
els. In five of the six observations, the drop is not statistically significant
for the students who remain in public schools (the control group). The
size of the decline varied beween 0.00 and —0.05 in these cases, except
for the reading scores of students in second and third grade, where the
drop was a statistically significant —0.19. Among choice students, how-
ever, the decline in the coefficient was statistically significant in every
case for math; the coefficients of variation then ranged between—0.14
and —0.39. The coefficients also declined in reading, but the differences
were not statistically significant.

These findings suggest that school choice does not increase disparities
among student performances, as critics have suggested; on the contrary, it
appears to reduce them. Reformers sometimes disagree as to which is more
important: raising test scores or reducing test score differences among stu-
dents. If the results from New York canbe generalized, school choice seems
to do both.
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TABLE 14.1 Distribution of Test Scores, New York

Grades 2-5 Grades 2-3 Grades 4-5

Math ‘
Offered scholarship _

Baseline 1.18 1.12 1.21

Year 1 091 0.98 0.82

Change —-0.27*% [781] —0.14* [421}] —0.39%* -[360]
Control group ‘

Baseline 1.05 1.10 0.98

Year 1 098 1.04 0.92

Change —0.05 [670] —0.05 [346] —0.04 [329]
Reading
Offered scholarship |

Baseline 0.99 1.04 0.89

Year1 0.86 0.93 0.79

Change —-0.13* [781] -—~0.a1* [421] -0.10 [360]
Control group

Baseline 0.85 1.04 0.87

Year 1 0.85 0.85 0.85

Change —-0.00 [675] - —0.19* [346] —0.02 [329]

Note: Figures represent coefficients of variation (standard deviation divided by the mean)
using weighted data. Unweighted number of observations reported in brackets. Only
those observations which have test scores at both baseline and after one year are included.
*Signifies difference between baseline and year 1 is statistically significant at the .1 level,
2-tail f-test conducted. .

#Significant at the .05 level.

“*Gignificant at the .01 level.

Interpretation

When reporting the effects of school choice on student aghievement, Edu-
cation Week labeled them “modest”; the New York Times found them
“slight.”?* Whether or not the gains after one year amount to much de-
pends in part on what happens in the years ahead. Nonetheless, there is
reason to believe that these choice effects are already sufficiently large to
be worthy of careful consideration.

Scholars typically calculate effect sizes in standard deviations. Although
the concept can be confusing, one can grasp its essential quality by keep-
ing in mind that one standard deviation approximates the current differ-
ence between the average test scores of blacks and whites nationwide, The
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effects of school choice on students in fourth and fifth grade are rougth'

one-fifth of a standard deviation. If similar effects occur in subsequent
years, and to the extent that voucher programs are targeted toward inner-
city populations with a high concentration of minorities, this may provide
an important step toward achieving equal educational gains across ethnic
groups, which would clearly represent a major accomplishment.

ImpAcT OF TEST SCORES ON EARNINGS. Nor are test scores a trivial mat-
ter, the hobgoblin of academic researchers. Studies show that students who
score higher on standardized tests are more likely to remain inschool, more
likely to achieve a college degree, more likely to remain married and avoid
welfare dependency, and more likely to enjoy a higher family income. Ac-
cording to the best available estimates, a gain of one standard deviation in
test scores later in life will translate into a 20 percent increase in that per-
son’s future earnings.?® By this measure, if students in the choice program
in New York City 31mply hold the gains they have already achieved, their
family incomes, on average, ought to rise 4 percent—or $1,200 a year, if one
assumes they would ordinarily have a modest annual income of $30,000.
If these estimates are reasonably accurate, the philanthropists in New York
will realize an ample return on their dollar once these students enter the
labor force. :

ComPARISON TO TENNESSEE STUDY OF CLASS SIZE. Another way of think-
ing about the size of the effects of the SCSF prograrn is to compare them to
those of another intervention. Very few other educational innovations of
interest have been subjected to a randomized experiment, but one, which
examined the effects of class size reductions, has been subject to rigorous
evaluation. It is worth comparing the results from the school choice ex-
periment with the results from a class size reduction, because both inno-
vations can be introduced rather straightforwardly by legislative action.
(Other reforms, such as requiring students to do more homework, are ob-
viously much more difficult to mandate by legislative fiat.)

The class size field trial was conducted in Tennessee, where students
wererandomly assigned to classes of different sizes. No incremental effects
- on student learning were observed for students after the first grade.
Among first graders, effect sizes varied between .15 and .30 standard
deviations (table 14.2). In his comment on these effects, Fred Mosteller,
one of the experiment’s evaluators, observed, “Although effect sizes of
the magnitude of 0.1, 0.2, or 0.3 may not seem to be impressive gains for a
single individual, for a population they can be quite substantial,”26

The effect sizes observed in our evaluation of the New York scholarship
program in grades four and five do not differ materially from those ob-
served in Tennessee in grade one. As can be seen in table 14.2, the effects
among fourth and fifth graders of attending a private school were, on av-
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erage, .23 standard deviation in math and .15 standard deviation in-read-
ing, not much different from the .2 to .3 effects observed in the first grade
of the Tennessee study—the only grade for which incremental class size

effects were detected. Following Mosteller’s guidelines, these effect sizes,

observed after just one year in the program, clearly warrant public atten-
tion. -

COMPARATIVE COST-BENEFIT ANALYSTS. An investment in school choice
programs is especially attractive once costs are taken into account. From a
cost-benefit perspective, increasing school choice would seem tobe prefer-
able to decreasing class size. To get effects of about .2 standard deviations,
class sizes were reduced from approximately twenty-five to approximately
fifteen. If this were introduced as a school reform more generally, it would
increase the size of the teaching staff and classroom space by 40 percent.
Per pupil costs could be expected to rise by approximately 20 percent (as-
suming classroom costs constitute about half the cost of public schooling).
By comparison, the per pupil cost of school choice is minimal; the taxpayer
may in fact enjoy savings, if competition among schools leads to more ef-
ficient distribution of educational resources.?”

Moreover, the incremental benefits of reducing class sizes disappear af-
ter the first grade. If larger differences between the test scores of scholar-
ship students and those in the control group appear in subsequent years in
New York City, the benefits of school choice will clearly outstrip those ob-
tained by large reductions in class size.

TABLE 14.2 A Comparison of School Choice and Class Size Reduction Ef-
fects on Student Test Scores

Effects of Being Effects of
Offered Treatment Receiving Treatment

Math Reading Math = Reading

New York Scholarship Program

o

Grade 4 0.21 0.10 0.27 0.12

Grade5 0.16 0.23 0.18 0.27

Grades 4 & 5 combined 0.18 0.14 0.23 0.18
Tennessee School Size Study? _

Grade 1P 0.32 0.30

Grade 1¢ 0.15 0.25

Note: Effect sizes measured in standard deviations.

“No significant incremental effects detected, positive or negative, beyond the first year.
bStanford Achievement Test.

<Tennessee Basic Skills First Test.
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“ExrLaNATIONS FOR Errrcrs. When our findings were initially an-
nounced, Sandra Feldman, president of the Andierican Federation of Teach-
ers, offered the interesting hypothesis that we had documented what
teachers’ unions had been arguing all along, that smaller classes and
schools increase students” test scores. “I see it as a validation of the need
for small class sizes, and for smaller schools that are orderly and disci-
plined,” she proclaimed.?® The implication is clear. Test score gains have
little to do with public and private schooling per se, for given the resources
they require to reduce school and class sizes, public schools too could im-
prove the test scores of inner-city children.

To test this hypothesis, we conducted a multivariate analysis in order
to ascertain whether any of the following characteristics alone could ac-
count for the higher test score gains achieved by scholarship students:2
classsize, school size, discipline problems, school-parent communications,
and /or the number of school programs and resources.

Data on these potential explanatory factors were available' from the
1998 parent questionnaires. As we have seen, parents reported that private
schools were superior in most respects, except that they had fewer pro-
grams and resources. To see whether these factors explain why school
choice succeeds, we regressed test scores on all of these mediating vari-
ables, together with the key indicator variable that distinguishes the stu-
dents who received a scholarship offer. The results are reported in tables
14.3 and 14.4.

When interpreting the results reported in these tables, it is important
to recognize that the mediating variables—school discipline, school-
parent communication, and class size—should not be included in an
equation that is simply trying to detect whether school choice makes a dif-
ference for student achievement. Since the offer of a scholarship may
cause an increase or decrease in these factors, it makes no sense to control
for them when testing the effects of choice. On the other hand, it is inter-
esting to see whether any one of them is the key factor connecting school
choice to student learning, These two tables explore their potential as me-
diating mechanisms. :

The lay person may read these two tables simply by star gazing. The more
stars after anumber, the more confident one can be that the relationships ob-
served in the sample also exist in the population from which the sample is
drawn, namely all potential applicants to an SCSF-type scholarship pro-
gram. If a number does not have a star following it, one cannot be very con-
fident that the observed result might not have appeared by chance alone.

When one examines the results for students in grades four and five, cer-
tain mediating factors have statistically significant effects on either read-
ing or math scores. For example, class size affects math test scores. FHow-
ever, the direction of the effect is the opposite of what Sandra Feldman
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TABLE 14.3 Explaining Test Score Achievement, Grades 4 and 5 (Math)

OLS Model 25LS Model

Estimated effect of scholarship offex 4.19* _ .
Estimated effect of attending private school 5.59
Scholarship offer 4.13*
Attend private school 6.19*
School charactéristics

School size 0.82 1.23

Class size . 1.59% 1.56**

Parent communications 5.43 4.20

Problems at school —4.62 —4.55

Resources 5.60 6.59
Baseline test scores

Math 0.53* 0.53

Reading 0.32%* 0.32
Constant 1.81 4.30
{N) (397) (397)
Adjusted R? ‘ b2 .51

This is the effect of offering a scholarship calculated using a fixed effects model with the
only controls being baseline test scores and lotteries. For complete results, see Peterson,

Myers, and Howell 1998. . '
Weighted, fixed effects models conducted, controlling for the 30 different lotteries held

forapplicants to the scholarship program. Unweighted numberof abservations reported.
“Significant at 10 level, two-tailed test.

*“Significant at .05 level.

“#Gignificant at .01 level.

hypothesized—all other things being equal, students learned more math
in larger classes. Class size is measured by increments of five. The results
show that, all other factors being equal, when classes had five more stu-
dents, math scores increased by 1.6 percentile points, a modest effect that
should not be overinterpreted, especially since class size had no effect on
reading scores. :

The other factors included in the estimate of the older students’ test
scores—school resources, discipline problems at school,‘and school-par-
ent communications—are indices constructed from the items listed in fig-
ures 14.1, 14.4, and 14.6. In each case the index has been standardized so as
to vary between zero and one.

Discipline problems at school and school resources had the largest and
most consistent effect on reading test scores. Lower rates of discipline
problems are associated with significantly higher test scores. More mater-
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tal resources and programs also had a positive effect on reading scores. But
other than class size, no factor significantly affected math scores. Based on
these results, it appears that private schools create an improved learning
environment is by creating a framework that generates fewer discipline
problems. On the other hand, the public schools have the advantage of
greater material resources and programs.

Most importantly, though, none of these mediating factors through

which school choice may have been affecting test scores, nor all of them to-

gether, materially reduced the size of the effects of receiving a scholarship

offer. As can be seen in tables 14.3 and 14.4, the sizes of the effects of a schol- |

arship offer do not change significantly when these other mediating school
characteristics are included in the analysis.

Perhaps the program’s impact comes from the sheer fact of choice, the
opportunity to better match older students with an appropriate school. Al-

TABLE 14.4 Explaining Test Score Achievement, Grades 4 and 5 (Reading})

OLS Model 25LS Model
Estimated effect of scholarship offer® 2.51*
Estimated effect of attending private school 335w
Scholarship offer 2.95*
Attend private school 4.43
School characteristics
School size -0.18 0.13
Class size 0.05 .02
Parent communications 558 4.70
Problems at school —8 72 —8.66%%*
Resources - 12.06** 12,774
Baseline tesf scores
Math ‘ 0.20%** ) 0.20%*
Reading 0.68*+* 0.68%+*
Constant —-11.34 —-4.14
(N) (397) (397)
Adjusted R? .60 .59

"This is the effect of offering a scholarship calculated using a fixed effects model with the
only controls being baseline test scores and lotteries. For complete results, see Peterson,
Myers, and Howell 1998.

Weighted, fixed effects models conducted, controlling for the 30 different lotteries held
forapplicants to the scholarship program. Unweighted number of observations reported.
*Significant at .10 level, two-tailed test.

*Gignificant at .05 level,

Gignificant at .01 level.
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ternatively, scholarship students may be learning more simply because
they are surrounded by new peers with higher aptitudes. And perhaps
there is some interaction of many factors that affects scores in ways not eas-
ily captured by a linear statistical model. What is immediately apparent is
that the advantages of attending a private school are not readily reduced
to any one or single set of factors. In the future we plan to further investi-
gate the sources of test-score gains associated with a private education,

o

Conclusions: Implications for Education Reform

Aswehave pointed out, the advantages of attending a private school inNew
York City are not clearly ‘evident until a student enters fourth or fifth grade.
This finding is consistent with other indications that problems in American
public education begin during the middle years of schooling. According to
the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), students in fourth
grade are performing at higher levels than their counterparts a generation
ago. Gains over the past two decades have been particularly large for stu-
dents from minority groups. But NAEP data also show that, after fourth
grade, initial gains disappeat. In fact, students nationwide learned less be-
tween fourth and eighth grade in the 1990s than they did in the seventies.
The slippage seems even greater in high school.

Similarly, international comparisons reveal that U.S, fourth grade stu-
dents keep up in science and math with most of their peers abroad (though
not with the Japanese and Koreans). By eighth grade, however, U.S. students
trail those in all other leading industrial nations, so much so that by twelfth
grade they fall to around the bottom of all participating countries.®® If the
problems in American education develop in the middle years of schooling,
perhaps it is at this point that the advantages that come with school choice
are particularly evident.

Of course, this evaluation observes results after just one year. Our eval-
uation is scheduled to continue for two more years, and only time will tell
whether the initial gains are maintained. And it remains to, be seen whether
school choice, if generalized to a larger population, will yield comparable
gains. But the initial gains detected here make a strong case for the contin-
ued support of existing voucher programs and the initiation of larger ones,
allowing us to deepen our understanding of the potential 1mpact of school
choice. :
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