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 Results of a School Voucher Experiment:  The Case of Washington, D.C. After Two Years 
(Executive Summary) 

 
 In the fall of 1997, the Washington Scholarship Fund (WSF) announced the expansion of 
a privately funded school voucher program in Washington, D.C. originally established in 1993.  
In the spring of 1998, over six thousand students from public and private schools applied to the 
new program; of these initial applicants, over one thousand were offered scholarships—809 of 
whom were attending public schools at the time.  
 

WSF awarded scholarships by lottery, thereby making it possible to conduct an 
evaluation designed as a randomized field trial.  This evaluation examines the impact of the first 
two years of the WSF program on those students who completed the baseline testing, were 
attending public school, and were in grades 1-7 in the spring of 1998.  The evaluation estimates 
the program’s impact on student test scores in reading, math and combined achievement, as well 
as other educational and social outcomes, as reported by parents and students.  

   
  Key findings from the evaluation are as follows: 
 

• The students who had switched to private school two years earlier were much more likely 
to provide tolerant responses to questions about civil liberties than were members of the 
control group.  Forty-seven percent of the private-school students polled would permit a 
member of a group they dislike to live in their neighborhood, compared with just 26% of 
the public school students. Higher proportions of private-school students than public-
school students would allow members of disliked groups to give a speech (34% vs. 18%) 
or run for president (37% vs. 20%).  
 

• Eighty-one percent of private-school parents gave their child’s school a grade of "A" or 
“B,” as compared to 60 percent of public-school parents.  None of the private-school 
parents graded their child’s school “D” or “F,” whereas 11 percent of public-school 
parents assigned their child’s school such low ratings.  The higher satisfaction of private-
school parents than public school parents was most pronounced regarding the following 
school characteristics:  amount of information from teachers, freedom to observe 
religious traditions, class size, safety, student respect for teachers, and the teaching of 
moral values. 
 

• Private schools assign more homework than public schools, according to parent and 
student surveys.  Private school students report an additional 24 minutes of homework 
assigned per day compared with their public school peers. 

 
• Fighting appears to be a more significant problem in public schools, as 50 percent of the 

public-school parents describe fighting as a serious problem at their child’s school 
compared with 26 percent of the private-school parents. 

 
• Private-school parents were just as likely as the members of the control group to report 

that their child has a learning disability, a physical disability, or difficulty understanding 
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English.  Based on parental responses, the private schools in the study perform as well, or 
better, at meeting the special needs of these students. 

 
• Parents report that public school enrollments are larger—an average of 434 students in 

public schools, as compared to 182 students in private schools. 
 

• Parents report that class sizes are smaller in private schools—an average of 17 pupils per 
class, as compared to 23 in public school. 

 
• Parents of students in public schools were much more likely than private-school parents 

to report that their school has a variety of special facilities and programs, including: 
special programs for non-English speakers, a nurse’s office, prepared lunches, a cafeteria, 
special programs for advanced learners, arts programs, special education programs, a 
computer lab, and a gym. 

 
• Nearly 75 percent of those offered a scholarship reported success in finding a school they 

preferred.  By comparison, 57 percent of the parents in the control group said their 
children went to a desired school. 

 
• None of the parents offered a scholarship reported that their child was refused admission 

to a preferred private school because of religious considerations.  Less than one percent 
of private-school parents said that their child was asked not to return to his or her school 
in the coming year. 

 
• Academic quality was the most common reason cited by both private and public-school 

parents for choosing their child’s school.  None of the parents listed the sports program or 
the child’s friends as the main reason for selecting their school. 

 
• Some critics have claimed that private schools will skim the "best and the brightest" of 

student applicants, refusing to admit students who face serious educational challenges.  
To observe whether this occurred in the District of Columbia, we compared the students 
who made use of the scholarship to those who did not.  No educational skimming was 
observed among the younger students.  There was no statistically significant difference in 
the educational performances of takers and decliners on the baseline reading or math tests 
of students entering grades three through six. However, takers in grades seven through 
nine had higher initial test scores than decliners. 

 
• In some respects, individuals who used their scholarships came from more financially 

and educationally advantaged families. Specifically, scholarship takers had a slightly 
higher annual household income--an average of about $20,500, as compared to about 
$18,000 for scholarship decliners.  Mothers of takers had four-tenths of a year more 
education, were less likely to be receiving government assistance or to have moved 
recently, and were more likely to have voted in the previous election. However, takers 
and decliners did not differ significantly in the likelihood that the mother was employed, 
married, or foreign born.  Mothers who are Hispanic or Catholic were somewhat more 
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likely to use the scholarship. Mothers who are African American or Baptist were 
somewhat more likely to decline it. 

 
• As previously reported, African American students who switched to private schools 

scored 9 national percentile rank (NPR) points higher than their public school peers in 
combined math and reading achievement.  That difference is statistically significant 
beyond the highest level commonly used by social scientists, p < .01.  Ninety-three 
percent of those participating in the study in the second year (700 students) were African 
American.  

 
• The difference in performance between the African American students who used the 

voucher and those in the control group averaged 10 NPR points in math and 8 NPR 
points in reading.  Each of those differences, alone, is statistically significant. 

 
• The achievement gains of the voucher users, relative to the control group, did not vary 

significantly between older and younger grade cohorts, as had been the case after one 
year. 
 

• For the small group of non-African American students in the second year evaluation (53 
students), no significant test score differences were observed between the voucher users 
and the members of the control group. 
    

 Operating for the first time on a large scale in 1997, WSF offered lottery winners annual 
scholarships of up to $1,700 to help pay tuition at a private elementary school for at least three 
years.  To be eligible, families need to live in D.C. and have an income below 2.7 times the 
federal poverty line.  For a family of four in 2000, 2.7 times the poverty line was $46,035.  
Telephone applications were received between October 1997 and March 1998.  In response to 
invitations sent by WSF in the spring of 1998, applicants attended verification sessions where 
eligibility was determined, students were tested, older students filled out short questionnaires, 
and adult family members completed longer questionnaires.  The lottery was held on April 29, 
1998.  Fifty-three percent of children offered a scholarship took the scholarship and used it to 
attend a private school.  After two years, 38 percent of those originally offered a scholarship 
were still using it.  The data reported in this paper are taken from student tests and responses 
from parents and students obtained at follow-up sessions in the spring of 2000.  Slightly more 
than half of the families in the study attended the Year Two follow-up sessions.  
 

It is too soon to ascertain the long-term impact of the voucher program sponsored by the 
Washington Scholarship Fund.  Initial results, however, indicate that parents with students in 
private schools are much more satisfied with their child's school.  School-parent communications 
are more extensive, and students are assigned more homework, in the private sector.  After two 
years in private schools, African American students outperformed their public-school peers by 9 
percentile points in combined math and reading, a statistically significant difference.  The 
private-school students also demonstrated higher levels of political tolerance than did the 
members of the control group. 
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 The evaluation of the Washington Scholarship Fund's voucher program in Washington, 
D.C. is an activity of the Harvard Program on Education Policy and Governance, which is jointly 
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Government, Harvard University and the Center for American Political Studies in the Faculty of 
Arts and Sciences, Harvard University.  It is being performed in collaboration with Georgetown 
University’s Graduate Public Policy Institute.  The conclusions expressed in this report are solely 
those of the authors. 
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Results of a School Voucher Experiment:   
The Case of Washington, D.C. After Two Years 

 
In the past decade considerable data have been collected on how school vouchers impact 

low-to-moderate income families and their children.1  Ten years ago, the information available 

about this widely debated question came primarily from one experimental public-school choice 

program attempted in Alum Rock, California during the 1970s.2  But beginning in 1990, new 

voucher programs sprouted across the country, in such cities as Milwaukee, Dayton, Cleveland, 

Indianapolis, San Antonio, and New York City.  Initially, studies of many of these programs 

were limited by the quality of the data or the research procedures employed.  Often, planning for 

the evaluation began after the experiment was underway, making it impossible to gather baseline 

data or ensure the formation of an appropriate control group.  As a result, the quality of the data 

collected was not as high as researchers normally would prefer.3  

Despite their limitations, these early evaluations provided program operators and 

evaluation teams with valuable opportunities to learn the problems and pitfalls accompanying the 

study of school vouchers.  Subsequent voucher programs in Dayton, New York City, and 

Washington, D.C. were designed in such a way as to allow for the collection of high-quality 

information about student test-score outcomes and parental assessments of public and private 

schools. Because scholarships in these cities were awarded by lottery, program evaluations could 

be designed as randomized field trials.  Prior to conducting the lottery, the evaluation team 

collected baseline data on student test scores and family background characteristics. One year 

later, the evaluation team once again tested the students and asked parents about their children’s 

school experiences. 

Results from the evaluations in New York City and Dayton, Ohio, after two years, have 

been reported elsewhere.4  This paper reports on the experiences of students and families 
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participating in a privately funded voucher program in Washington, D.C. after two years’ 

involvement.  The evaluation was designed as a randomized experiment. This report evaluates 

the experiences of families with students in grades 1-7 at baseline who previously had been 

attending public school.  Specifically, the evaluation estimates the impact of the program on 

student test scores in reading and math (individually and combined) as well as other educational 

and social outcomes, as reported by parents and students. 

Washington Scholarship Fund Pilot Program 

A privately funded school voucher program, the Washington Scholarship Fund (WSF) 

pilot program, was established in 1993.  At that time, 54 scholarships, which could be used at a 

private school of the family's choice, were offered to students from modest-income families.  By 

the fall of 1997, WSF was serving approximately 460 children attending 72 private schools.  

WSF then received a large infusion of new funds from two philanthropists, and a major 

expansion of the program was announced in October 1997.  Both general news announcements 

and paid advertising were used to publicize the enlarged school-choice scholarship program.  

WSF announced that, in the event that applications exceeded scholarship resources, winners 

would be chosen by lottery.  The program expanded further in 1999 with support from the 

Children's Scholarship Fund, a nationwide scholarship program. 

 WSF provided recipients with annual scholarships of up to $1,700 to help pay the costs of 

tuition at a private elementary school.  The maximum amount of tuition support for high school 

students was $2,200.  WSF has said that it will attempt to continue tuition support to the children 

in its program for at least three years and, funds permitting, until they complete high school.  No 

family with income more than 2.7 times the federal poverty line was eligible for support.  For a 

family of four in 2000, 2.7 times the poverty line was $46,035.  Families with incomes at or 
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below the poverty line ($17,500 in 2000) were awarded scholarships that equaled 60 percent of 

tuition, or $1,700, whichever was less.  Families with income above the poverty line received 

smaller scholarships.  To qualify, applicants also had to reside in Washington, D.C. and be 

entering grades K-8 in the fall of 1998. 

 Over 7,500 telephone applications to the program were received between October 1997 

and March 1998; over 3,000 of these applicants responded to the WSF invitation to attend 

verification and testing sessions.  Of the applicants who tested, 1,582 met the criteria for 

inclusion in the analysis.  They all met the income and residency requirements for the program, 

were in grades 1-7, and were attending public school at the time of baseline testing.  The lottery 

to select scholarship winners occurred on April 29, 1998.  WSF awarded over one thousand new 

scholarships, with 811 going to students not previously in a private school. 

 Scholarship students could attend any private school in the Washington area, provided 

they gained admission.  During the 1998-99 school year, students participating in the evaluation 

attended 72 different private schools.  WSF made extensive efforts during the summer months of 

1998 to inform scholarship recipients of private school options and provide additional assistance 

when needed in order to secure as many placements as possible. 

 Of those students offered scholarships in the spring of 1998, 53 percent made use of them 

to attend a private school during the following academic year, and 38 percent of them remained 

in a private school after two years.  During the 1999-2000 academic year (the focus of this 

report), 71 percent of the students using scholarships and participating in the evaluation attended 

Catholic schools, 20 percent attended non-Catholic religious schools, 8 percent attended 

independent private schools, and the remainder attended unidentified private schools or were 

home schooled. 
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 Of those who declined the scholarship offered to them and participated in the second year 

of the study, 72 percent attended a District of Columbia neighborhood school, 25 percent 

attended a charter school, and 3 percent attended a magnet school, education center, or public 

school outside of D.C. 

 Of the students in the control group, 70 percent reported attendance at a District of 

Columbia neighborhood public school, 18 percent at a public charter school, 2 percent at a 

magnet school, education center, or public school outside of D.C., 7 percent at a Catholic school, 

and 3 percent at another private school or home school. 

 The profile of the types of schools attended by the students in the study changed little 

from Year One to Year Two of the evaluation, with one important exception.  During the 1998-

1999 school year (the first year of the evaluation), only 9 percent of the decliner group and 12 

percent of the control group reported attending public charter schools, which were new to 

Washington that year.  In contrast, by the 1999-2000 school year, the proportion of students in 

the decliner and control groups who reported attending public charter schools had already 

doubled, reflecting the increasing availability and popularity of charter schools in D.C. 

Evaluation Procedures 

 The procedures used to evaluate the WSF program conform to those used in randomized 

field trials in medical research.  The evaluation team collected baseline data prior to the lottery, 

administered the lottery, and then collected follow-up information one and two years later.  This 

section summarizes each of the steps in the data collection effort.   

Baseline Data Collection 

   During the eligibility verification sessions, students took the Iowa Test of Basic Skills 

(ITBS) in reading and math.  Students in kindergarten applying for a scholarship for first grade 
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were not tested at baseline, however.  The sessions took place on Saturdays during February, 

March and April 1998 and generally lasted about two hours.  The sessions were held at private 

schools, where students could take tests in a classroom setting.  Private-school teachers and 

administrators proctored the exams under the overall supervision of the evaluation team.  The 

tests were scored by Riverside Publishing, the producer of the ITBS.5   Students in grades four 

through eight also completed a short questionnaire inquiring about their school experiences. 

 While children were being tested, adults accompanying them filled out surveys that asked 

about their satisfaction with their children’s schools, their involvement in their children's 

education, and the parents’ demographic characteristics.  Parents completed these questionnaires 

in rooms separate from those used for testing.  Administrators explained that responses to the 

questionnaire would be held in strict confidence and would be used for statistical purposes only.  

Respondents had considerable time to complete their surveys, and administrators were available 

to answer questions about the meaning of particular items.  

 Anticipating that a variety of people might accompany the children, questions were 

designed in such a way as to allow any caretaker familiar with the child’s family and school 

experiences to respond to them. Although grandmothers and other relatives and guardians 

occasionally attended the sessions, parents completed 93 percent of the surveys. The remainder 

of the report, for ease of presentation, refers to survey responses as those of parents.  

  At baseline, 2,023 students were tested; 1,928 parent surveys asking questions about each 

child were completed; 938 surveys were completed by students in grades four and higher.  Of the 

2,023 students tested, 1,582 were attending a public school at the time of application for a 

scholarship; of the 1,928 parent questionnaires, 1,446 were completed by parents of public-
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school students.  Follow-up information was obtained only from families with children in public 

schools at the time of application. 

The Lottery 

 The evaluation team conducted the lottery in late April 1998.  WSF staff then informed 

lottery winners in early May.  If a family was selected, all children in that family entering grades 

K-8 in the fall of 1998 were offered a scholarship.  In order to ensure that an adequate number of 

scholarships were given to students not currently attending a private school, separate lotteries 

were held for students in public and private schools.  This procedure also assured random 

assignment to test and control groups of those families participating in the evaluation, since 

attendance at a private school preceding the lottery would represent prior exposure to the 

treatment. 

 One of the conditions for participating in the lottery was agreement to participate in the 

data collection procedures.  Although not all parents answered all questions in the surveys, a 

high percentage answered most, ensuring that baseline information would be available for nearly 

all students and parents.   

 Because scholarships were allocated by a lottery conducted by the evaluation team, those 

offered scholarships were not expected to differ significantly from members of the control group 

(those who did not win a scholarship).  Baseline data confirm this expectation.  There were no 

statistically significant differences in demographic characteristics between those offered 

scholarships and those who were not.6  Nor were there significant differences in initial test scores 

of scholarship winners and losers.   Baseline test scores of those entering grades two through 

eight in the fall of 1998 who were offered a scholarship averaged 30.4 National Percentile Rank 
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(NPR) points in reading and 23.8 in mathematics. Those not offered the scholarship averaged 

30.3 NPR points in reading and 22.8 points in math. 

Collection of Follow-up Information 

 To estimate the impact of attendance for slightly less than one year at a private school on 

students and families, the evaluation team collected follow-up information between February 27 

and May 1, 1999.  The results of an analysis of that first year of follow-up data were reported in 

March of 2000.7  The second year of follow-up data collection took place between February 28 

and April 15, 2000.  The results from a complete examination of those data are reported here.   

The procedures used to obtain follow-up data were essentially the same as those used to 

collect baseline data, except that data were collected only from students who had not been in 

private school at the time of the initial scholarship application.  Students again took the ITBS in 

math and reading.  Caretakers accompanying the child completed surveys that asked a wide 

range of questions about the educational experiences of each of their children.  Students in 

grades four and higher also completed a questionnaire that asked them about their experiences at 

school.  Testing and questionnaire administration procedures were similar to those that had been 

followed in the previous two years. 

Since students required more time to finish their tests and questionnaire than parents 

needed to complete their own surveys, time was available for senior members of the evaluation 

team to conduct recorded by anonymous focus-group sessions with some parents.  Participants in 

these interviews were selected at random from the attendance lists.  Some parents accompanied 

by small children, however, could not participate, while other parents simply chose not to.  

Therefore, the focus group material was used to flesh out some of the key findings produced by 
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our more systematic data collection instruments (e.g. tests and surveys).  The parental comments 

quoted in this report are taken from transcripts of these discussions.  

To obtain a high participation rate in the follow-up data collection effort, decliners and 

members of the control group were both compensated for their expenses and told that they would 

automatically be included in a new lottery if they participated in the follow-up sessions.  Follow-

up test information was obtained from 63 percent of the students in 1999 and 50 percent in 2000.  

The response rates for the various surveys were similar to the test response rates.  To adjust for 

non-response, baseline demographic and test score information was used to weight student test 

score results and parental survey responses.8  However, such a weighting system can only correct 

for non-response differences across the groups on the demographic factors that were measured at 

baseline.  It cannot adjust for any differential responses subsequent to the lottery, such as the 

possible greater response to follow-up sessions of students for whom the treatment is succeeding 

and the control situation (public schooling) is failing.9  We are taking steps to ascertain the extent 

to which such differential response conditions are affecting our results, and to correct for them.  

Lacking such a correction, the results reported here should be considered preliminary. 

Data Analysis and Reporting Procedures 

 This analysis of the data from the second year of the WSF program takes advantage of 

the fact that a lottery was used to award scholarships.  As a result, it is possible to compare two 

groups of students that were similar, on average, at the start except that members of the control 

group were not offered a scholarship.  

 This report provides data that help answer two questions.  The first question is as follows:  

What was the impact of the offer of a WSF scholarship to a group of low-income 
scholarship applicants, as measured by test scores and as perceived by applicants and 
their parents?  
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This question can be answered straightforwardly by comparing the responses of those 

who were offered a scholarship with the responses of the control group.  Because scholarships 

were awarded at random, the two groups may be assumed to be, on average, identical, save the 

offer of a scholarship.  Any differences between the two groups can be attributed to the offer of a 

scholarship, conditional on the absence of any significant follow-up response biases. 

To compute program impacts on children’s test scores, we estimated a statistical model 

that took into account students’ scholarship or control-group status as well as baseline reading 

and math test scores.  Baseline test scores were included to: 1) adjust for minor baseline 

differences between the treatment and control groups on the achievement tests; and 2) to increase 

the precision of the estimated impacts.  To compute program impacts on parent and student 

survey outcomes, the same analytic approach was used, except that no adjustments were made 

for baseline test scores. 

 The answer to this first question is provided in columns one, two and three of Tables 3-18  

in this report.  Column one of these tables provides the responses of those offered a scholarship 

by WSF, column two provides responses of the control group, and column three is the estimate 

of the impact of an offer of a scholarship, which is the difference between columns one and two.  

 For some policy analysts, this first question is the most crucial: What happens when a 

school choice program is put into effect?  How does the program impact the population of low-

income families who were offered a school-choice scholarship?  This query is similar to a 

question often asked in medical research: What will happen if a particular pill is marketed?  How 

will the health of potential users be altered, whether or not all patients take the pill as prescribed?  

 This analytic strategy has certain methodological advantages because calculation of the 

impact of the scholarship offer is quite straightforward.  However, it has the important 
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disadvantage of assuming that usage rates of scholarships are fixed when in fact they might be 

highly variable, depending upon the size of the scholarship, the time the scholarship is offered, 

and the marketing of the program as a whole.  Also, if programmatic impacts are substantial, 

participation rates may increase with the passage of time.   

 For these reasons, most analysts also want an answer to a second question:  

What was the impact on low-income students in the first year of shifting from a public to 
a private school in the District of Columbia? 
 

In medical research, the parallel question is: What are the consequences of actually taking a pill, 

as prescribed? 

 The answer to this second question requires a comparison between those attending a 

private school and a comparable control group attending a public school.10  In Tables 3-17, 

therefore, column four provides the estimate of the responses for those students who still were 

attending a private school in the second year; column five reports an estimate of the responses 

for the appropriate control group of public-school students; and column six provides an estimate 

of the impact of attending a private school for two years, the difference between columns four 

and five.    

To simplify the presentation, the text of this report will discuss, for the most part, the 

impact on students and families in the second year of the child's attendance at a private school, 

that is, the responses of those who attended private school for both years of the evaluation 

(column four), the appropriate control group (column five), and the differences between them, 

interpreted as the impact of attending a private school (column six).  Readers who are interested 

primarily in the effect of an offer of a scholarship will want to examine the first three columns of 

the tables directly. 
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Response Bias 

 It is well known that people tend to overestimate their positive behaviors and 

underestimate their negative ones.  We are more likely to report our smiles than our frowns, our 

vitamin than our fat intake, our minutes spent exercising than those spent sitting on the couch. 

Students and parents are no different.  Students are likely to overestimate the time spent 

on homework, and parents are likely to overestimate the frequency with which they volunteer at 

school.  Parents may also view the school their child attends through rose-tinted glasses; after all, 

few responsible parents are likely to admit to themselves or to others that they are sending their 

child to a failing school. 

 The interpretation of data from the parental and student surveys needs to take into 

account this very human tendency.  No special weight should be placed on the actual frequency 

with which any particular type of event is said to occur.  But if absolute levels may not be 

estimated accurately, there is no reason to believe that the two groups of parents—scholarship 

recipients and members of the control group—differ in the accuracy of their reports.  After all, 

individuals were assigned randomly to the two groups, and any reporting bias generally should 

be similar for the two groups.  Thus, this report, for the most part, emphasizes differences 

between groups rather than the absolute value of responses reported by either scholarship 

recipients or members of the control group.   

 An additional important qualification is in order.  One must qualify any generalizations 

from the results of this pilot program to a large-scale voucher program that would involve all 

children in the District of Columbia.  Only a small fraction of students in Washington public 

schools were offered scholarships, and these scholarship students constituted only a small 

proportion of the students attending private schools in the District of Columbia.  Moreover, the 
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population that we study here is self-selected and may disproportionately include the kinds of 

modest-income D.C. families who would most benefit from access to private schools.  A much 

larger program could conceivably have quite different program outcomes for members of both 

the treatment and control groups. 

 Still, slightly larger voucher programs directed at low-to-moderate income families 

initially will attract those families with the greatest interest in exploring an educational 

alternative, exactly the group that applied for a WSF scholarship.  Thus, positive consequences 

of school choice reported herein may prove encouraging to those who seek to extend and expand 

school choices for modest-income, inner-city families, and negative findings indicate some of the 

problems associated with doing so.  It is hoped that additional careful research will accompany 

larger programs established by private philanthropists and/or public authorities. 

Participation in Scholarship Program 

An important issue in the school choice debate concerns the ability of different families 

to take advantage of scholarship programs.  Some school choice critics have argued that 

vouchers will only serve the better off.  In the words of educational sociologist Amy Wells, 

“White and higher-SES [socio-economic status] families will no doubt be in a position to take 

greater advantage of the educational market.”11  The president of the American Federation of 

Teachers (AFT), Sandra Feldman, has claimed that vouchers for private schools take "money 

away from inner city schools so a few selected children can get vouchers to attend private 

schools, while the majority of equally deserving kids, who remain in the public schools, are 

ignored."12  Evaluations of school-choice scholarship programs in Cleveland, New York City, 

and San Antonio, however, indicate that private schools readily admit members of economically 

and socially disadvantaged groups.13  Moreover, the rules that govern the qualifications for and 
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the operation of specific school voucher programs can be structured to minimize the likelihood 

of “creaming.”  

 Information bearing on the question of creaming can be obtained by comparing the 

educational characteristics of those in Washington who made use of the scholarship offer for 

both years of the evaluation (the takers) with those who did not (the decliners).  As can be seen 

in Table 1, in some respects, the takers and decliners did not differ significantly.  Taker parents 

were just as likely as decliner parents to report that their child has difficulty understanding 

English or a physical disability, although they were somewhat less likely to report that their child 

has a learning disability.  No statistically significant differences are observed in the baseline 

math and reading scores attained by the younger takers and decliners (who were projected to be 

in grades 3-6 in 2000).  However, older takers in grades 7-9 had higher initial reading and math 

test scores than did the older decliners.  Test score differences in the two subject areas were 11 

and 10 NPR points, respectively.  Test scores and whether or not a child had a learning disability, 

however, had no clear effect on whether or not parents of either older or younger students said 

the student had been denied admission to a private school.   

If these reports are accurate, then the difference in test scores between the takers and 

decliners in the older cohort of students appears to be the result of parental decisions, with 

parents of older children with higher test-scores more likely to accept and use the scholarships, 

and not due to private school admissions requirements.  Since not all private schools have special 

programs for children with learning disabilities, the slightly lower voucher take-up rates for 

children with learning disabilities may be due to the greater challenge that parents face in 

locating such schools.  This point was brought home by a focus group exchange between two 

parents of learning disabled children, one who felt that she had no choice but to keep her special-
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needs child in public school and the other who found a private school that could accommodate 

her learning disabled child. 

Parent 1: …the reason why I wouldn’t send [my second child] to…private school is 
because he had a discipline area and I was trying to find a private school that 
would take...special ed, but I haven’t been successful yet, so I’ll continue splitting 
both of them up...  

 
Parent 2:   My son also has a learning disability, but they [a Catholic school] have a Chapter 

1 program down there with a very good teacher who keeps him up on grade level.  
She works with his teacher so he does the work in the classroom and then she 
follows up with it in the Chapter 1 program he goes to twice a week... and my son 
is progressing better.   He’s so excited.  He can read now...14 

  
Still, one might argue that the effect of the selectivity is the same.  Even if it is the result 

of parental decisions, the group of students who are choosing to switch to private school are 

somewhat less likely to be labeled learning disabled and, for the older cohort, somewhat more 

able academically than the group that is choosing to remain in public school.   

Table 2 reports differences in the demographic characteristics of takers and decliners.  In 

some respects, the two groups are quite similar.  No statistically significant differences between 

takers and decliners were reported in the employment or marital status of mothers, the likelihood 

that the mother was born in the U.S., or the likelihood that a member of the household was 

incarcerated during the previous year.  However, those who declined the scholarship did have 

somewhat lower household annual incomes, an average of over $18,000 as compared to an 

average of nearly $20,500 for those using the scholarship.  Decliners were also somewhat more 

likely than takers to be recipients of benefits from government assistance programs, including 

food stamps, TANF (welfare), housing vouchers and Supplemental Security Income.  Mothers of 

takers were also likely to have had, on average, an additional four-tenths of a year of education.  

Decliner families were more likely to have changed residences recently, as 30 percent of decliner 

families said they had moved within the past two years as opposed to just 17 percent of taker 
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families.  Takers were somewhat more likely to be Hispanic and somewhat less likely to be 

African American than were decliners.  Taker families were somewhat less likely to be Baptist, 

and somewhat more likely to be Roman Catholic.  Taker families were just as likely as decliner 

families to profess no particular religion.  As explained above, the estimated effects of attending 

a private school we present in the remainder of this report are adjusted to reflect these initial 

differences between takers and decliners. 

Selecting a School 
 

 Critics of school choice often disagree with choice proponents about the relative 

importance of academic considerations in parents’ decisions regarding their child’s education.  

They assert that most parents choosing to send their child to a private school are more concerned 

with a school’s location, its sports programs, or the religious instruction it offers than with the 

quality of the academic program.  The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 

for example, has claimed that “when parents do select another school, academic concerns are 

often not central to the decision.”15   A Twentieth Century Fund report argues that “few parents 

of any social class appear willing to acquire the information necessary to make active and 

informed educational choices,” proceeding to suggest that this problem is particularly acute 

among low-income parents, who are not “natural ‘consumers’ of education.”16     

 Supporters of school choice dispute such contentions, arguing that low-income parents, 

like other parents, generally place the highest priority on educational quality.  Recent research by 

Terry Moe demonstrates that low-income parents with children in public schools who express a 

desire to move to a private school are motivated primarily by their conception of the quality of 

academic instruction available in the two sectors.17  His evidence, drawn from a national sample, 

suggests that the widespread belief that the decisions made by low-income parents would be 

 21 



driven by predominantly non-academic considerations is misguided.  The responses given by 

participants in the WSF program when asked about their choice of school are wholly consistent 

with Moe’s more general findings.   

 To determine how Washington parents selected a school, they were asked to identify 

from a long list the most important reason for selecting the school their child was currently 

attending.  Parents were also given the option of saying the school selected “was the only choice 

available.”  As can be seen in Table 3, the most frequently mentioned reason for selecting a 

school given by parents of students in both private and public schools was the school's academic 

quality, mentioned by over 47 percent of the private-school parents and nearly 35 percent of the 

public-school parents.  The next most commonly cited reason for school selection—that the 

school was “the only choice available”—was given by just 8 percent of private-school and 16 

percent of public-school parents.  The remaining responses were scattered widely over a large 

list of reasons.  None of the private-school parents mentioned extra-curricular activities, the 

sports program, or children's friendships as the most important reason for selecting their child’s 

school. 

  A number of parents who participated in our focus group discussions underlined the 

importance of academic considerations to their efforts to obtain a private school education for 

their children.  This response of a parent who used a voucher to switch her child from public to 

private school was typical: 

Parent: [Public school] teachers from the fourth grade up, they just didn’t have a handle 
on the kids...we didn’t have language and some of the other foreign languages and 
the things that we’re getting now [in private school]...and the computer labs, the 
art and things of this nature or science which I think is very important. 

 
Moderator: They didn’t have science in the public school? 
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Parent: That’s right.  On the first day of classes, the science teacher walked out and the 
principal said that science was not considered a core subject, so when the 
principal said that science and foreign language are not core subjects, what does 
that tell you?  It tells you that she’s not interested in our kids...so I made up my 
mind that the following year they would be gone and I was thankful that the 
scholarship was here.  So far the kids have benefited and they have said so.18    

 

Obtaining the School of Choice 

 Still another component of the school-choice debate concerns the ability of low-income 

families to gain access to the private sector.  School-choice critics have said that private schools 

will construct academic and financial barriers to prevent parents from obtaining the school of 

their choice.  In the view of Bruce Fuller and his colleagues, for example, the choice often 

belongs to the school, not the parent.19 

Evidence from the WSF voucher program should partially alleviate these concerns. 

Despite the fact that the scholarships families received covered only a portion of tuition and fees, 

and private schools were not required to accept all applicants, nearly 75 percent of the families 

who were offered vouchers, and 98 percent of those who used the voucher, reported that their 

children gained admission to a preferred private school (Table 4). By comparison, little more 

than half the families in the public-school control group also said their children went to a desired 

school.  The definition of “preferred” may have varied among parents, but there is no reason to 

think that treatment parents systematically used a different standard than did control parents. 

To obtain more systematic information, all those offered scholarships who did not gain 

admission to the school of their choice were asked to indicate the main reason why.  The most 

frequently mentioned reason given by parents for not gaining admission to a preferred school 

was the remaining cost of private education, a response given by almost 13 percent of those 

offered vouchers.  Less than 3 percent of the parents who were offered vouchers listed “no space 

available” at the school as the reason why they failed to gain admission to a preferred school.  
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Surprisingly, parents who were not offered a voucher were more than twice as likely as those 

offered a voucher to list space constraints as the main factor that excluded their child from a 

preferred school.  The remaining reasons for not gaining access to a preferred school were each 

mentioned by less than 2 percent of parents.  In order of frequency, they were:  transportation 

problems, no reason given, school location, a residential move, admissions test, applied too late, 

and communication problems.  None of the parents who were offered vouchers said that they 

were denied access to a preferred school because their family was not a member of the affiliated 

church. 

School Facilities  

 Comparisons in the expenditures of public and private schools are difficult to make, 

because reliable, systematic data on private-school expenditure is not readily available, and 

because public schools pay for services, such as transportation and school lunch, that may not be 

provided by private schools.  The reader who seeks information about rough expenditure 

comparisons between the public and private schools attended by students in voucher studies can 

obtain it from previous evaluations of such programs.20  For the purposes of this report, we 

merely advise the reader that only a handful of WSF scholarship students attend the elite private 

prep schools in D.C., such as Sidwell Friends and St. Albans.  The overwhelming majority of 

them attend private religious schools that charge about $3,000 in annual tuition and spend only 

somewhat more than that per pupil by drawing upon charitable donations.  The annual per-pupil 

expenditure for the D.C. Public School system, by contrast, is approximately $9,000.  However, 

that figure includes funding for some special programs, such as special education, and services, 

such as transportation, that the private sector is not obligated to provide.    
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Given these differences in expenditure levels, one would expect to find more extensive 

facilities and smaller classes in Washington public schools.  Reports from parents are only 

partially consistent with this expectation.  Smaller classes require more teachers relative to the 

number of pupils, and the number of teachers in a school is a significant determinant of school 

costs.21  It is, therefore, surprising that public schools were said to have larger classes. Parents 

claimed that the public schools attended by their children, on average, had 23 students in their 

classrooms, nearly six more than those in the private schools in the sample (Table 5).  Based on 

parental reports, the private schools attended by students in the program are much smaller, 

averaging 182 students, than the public schools, which average 434 students.  In other words, the 

impact of attending a private school was to reduce the number of schoolmates by 252 students or 

by 58 percent. 

Additional findings from the parental survey displayed in Table 5 suggest that the 

facilities and programs were more extensive in public schools than in private schools of the 

District of Columbia.  Parents of students in public schools were much more likely to report that 

their school had special programs for non-English speakers.  They were also considerably more 

likely to say the school had a nurse's office, prepared lunches, and a cafeteria.  For each of these 

items, the differences were large—36 percentage points or more.  Public-school parents were 

also somewhat more likely to say their school had special programs for advanced learners, an 

arts program, a special education program, a computer lab, and a gym.  There were no significant 

differences in the responses of private and public-school parents with respect to the presence of 

the following facilities and programs: child counselors, a library, after-school programs, music 

programs, and individual tutors. 
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In sum, if parents are to be believed, the private-school students in this study are 

attending smaller schools with smaller class sizes that have less extensive facilities and fewer 

special programs compared with the public-school control group.  A private-school parent’s 

statement during a focus group session effectively captured this apparent difference in the 

allocation of resources at public versus private schools: 

Parent: I put my children in private school for certain reasons.  With everything 
happening in their country, children shooting children, I put them at [a parochial 
school].  I have been satisfied.  The class size is good.  My son’s class size is 
about sixteen, but they don’t have a lot of computers.  They are well disciplined 
really…So the school has been good so far, I don’t have any problems except for 
the computers.  They don’t have a lot of that.22 

   
The survey data back up the claims of this parent.  Although the private schools apparently have 

less elaborate physical plants and programs, the parents of private-school students are just as 

satisfied with the features of the schools that their children attend as are the parents of the public-

school students. 

Ethnic Composition of School 

The implications of expanding school choice for the level of racial integration in 

education have been a matter of considerable debate.  Critics argue that school choice will lead 

to ethnic and racial segregation and the balkanization of society,23 while some research suggests 

that the private sector is more integrated than the public sector and that race relations in private 

schools are more positive.24 

As can be seen in Table 6, parental reports on the ethnic and racial composition of their 

schools were inconsistent.  By one measure, the voucher program has not led to increased racial 

and ethnic separation; by another measure, it has.  Parents were asked, “What percent of the 

students in this child’s classroom are minority?”  In response to this question, they were given 

the option of saying, "less than 50 percent", "50-75 percent", "more than 75 percent but not all", 
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and "100 percent."  On this item, attending a private school had no significant effect on the 

percentage of minority students in the classroom.  However, parents were also asked, "What 

percent of students in the class were of the same race" as your child?  Responses to this question 

indicate that the program did increase racial separation.   Twenty-eight percent more of the 

students in private schools attended racially homogenous classrooms than did students in public 

schools.  Similar percentages of private (24) and public (21) parents claimed that “racial conflict 

is a serious problem” at their child’s school.  The students in the study who are in private school 

report that they eat with and befriend students of other races about as much as the students who 

are in public school.  Given the inconsistency in the responses to these five questions, no strong 

conclusions can or should be drawn about the effect of vouchers on racial and ethnic segregation 

in Washington at this point in the evaluation. 

Special Education 

 In the debate over school choice, special education has received a good deal of attention.  

Critics of school choice say that private schools ignore the needs of students with physical and 

mental disabilities.  For example, Laura Rothstein says that "choice programs often operate in a 

way that is either directly or indirectly exclusionary" of those with disabilities.25  Defenders of 

school choice often claim that many of those diagnosed as disabled can learn in regular 

classrooms and that special arrangements can be made for others.   

 To illuminate this question, parents were asked if their child had learning disabilities, 

difficulty understanding English, or physical disabilities.  There was no statistically significant 

difference in the number of learning disabilities, physical disabilities, or English language 

problems reported by the private and public-school parents.  These findings presented in Table 7 
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suggest that children with special needs seek out and have access to private schools on a par with 

children who do not face such challenges.  

 Parents of students with learning disabilities were asked how well the school addressed 

their child's needs.  As can be seen in Table 7, there are no statistically significant differences 

between the evaluations of private and public-school parents of special needs students on that 

measure (columns 4-6).  The parents of non-English speaking students who were offered a 

scholarship (columns 1-3) were more than 40 percent more likely to say that their child’s school 

is doing well meeting their child’s special need.  Even that apparently large effect is statistically 

significant only at the lower confidence level of p < .10 because only a small percentage of 

families who applied for scholarships had such special needs.  As such, these results are hardly 

definitive.  Still, private schools seem as well or perhaps even better equipped to meet the needs 

of some students facing special educational challenges as are public schools. 

 A parent who declined the scholarship discussed the ordeal that her special-needs child 

has endured in the public-school system in D.C.  It is worth quoting her description at length: 

Parent 1: Now at my son’s [D.C. magnet school], they know that [he] has a problem 
reading.  I have been fighting with them to get him into some kind of program 
where they can key in on his reading skills and the math is not a problem.  It is the 
reading so they tell me, ‘Well, maybe you ought to put him on some medicine.’  
They tell me that half the kids are on Ritalin.  I say ‘Why do I want my child on 
Ritalin?’  And I went into the class one day and one girl looked like she wasn’t 
even in the class.  And I asked ‘Is she ok?’ and they said ‘Oh she is on medicine.’  
Well why in the world do I want my child spaced out? ...I want him to be able to 
be in a setting where he can function not where he is just pushed to the side. So 
now they tell me that he may stay back.  So it is a shame I have to get a lawyer to 
get them to do their job to get him placed where they can have him placed.26 

 
Another public-school parent, from the control group, described how a D.C. public charter 

school had been much more responsive to her child’s special needs: 

Parent 2: One of the better reasons why I sent them [to a charter school] was because, let’s 
say my daughter is slower in math, they don’t put her back a grade, what they do 
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is let her take math with another class so she can move up. And that’s what their 
goal is.  To get all children at their appropriate grade level before they pass them 
on.  But they don’t hold them back as long as they’re in that school.  They never 
keep a child back because they have the different classrooms.27 

 
In these two cases, we see how one parent used public-school choice to place her special-needs 

child in an appropriate environment; whereas, the other parent felt forced to use a more 

adversarial route to have her child’s learning disability addressed effectively.  

School Climate 

 Quantitative data from the second year of the WSF evaluation revealed only a few 

differences between private and public schools regarding the school climate variables that we 

measured.  Nearly 50 percent of the parents with students in the public-school control group 

thought fighting was a serious problem at their children’s school, as compared to just 26 percent 

of the private-school parents (Table 8).  Nearly all of the parents of students in private school 

reported that school uniforms were required, as compared to about two-thirds of the parents in 

the control group.  In contrast, hall passes are required more frequently in public than in private 

schools. 

 Based on our focus group discussions, the difference between the public and private 

schools regarding the problem of fighting can be enough to persuade even a strong supporter of 

public schooling to move her child to a private school: 

Moderator: She was hurt in school? 
 
Parent: Yes, in the school and that made me really determined to get her out at the end of 

the year, and I didn’t live across the street from the school that would be in my 
area, and I really resented having to make this choice because I believe in public 
education, but it’s not there, and I really wanted to stay because I don’t want to 
feel like I’m abandoning the D.C. public school, but I think they’ve abandoned 
us.28 
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Homework 

Parents were also asked about the amount and difficulty of homework assignments.  As 

can be seen in Table 9, parents of private-school students said their children spent just 12 

minutes more on homework per day than parents of public-school students reported.  The 

students in private schools themselves also said they had more homework.  Private-school 

students claimed they had about 24 more minutes of homework per day, a difference that was 

roughly consistent between the younger (grades 4-6) and older (grades 7-9) cohorts of students.   

The greater amount and difficulty of homework assignments in private schools was a 

common theme in focus group discussions with parents.  The following exchange, during a 

discussion with parents who had used the voucher to switch to private schools, was surprisingly 

typical.  When asked what differences she had observed since switching her child to private 

school, one parent responded: 

Parent: …I noticed that even when she had homework through the week, when 
they go on break or vacation, they get a pile of homework to bring home.  
So they’re constantly keeping their minds open.29 

 
The private-school students were significantly less likely to report that they would read 

better with more help, as only 23 percent of them made such an assertion as compared to 45 

percent of the students in the public-school control group.  Again, the effect was generally 

consistent across the younger and older cohorts of students.  The private and public-school 

students did not differ significantly in their opinions about whether or not “class work was hard 

to learn” or they “had trouble keeping up with the homework” (Table 9). 

In sum, both parents and students in private schools report more homework.  The 

perceived differences between public and private schools are larger in reports from students than 

in the parental reports, although the difference has made a strong impression on a number of 
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parents who are participating in the study.    Private-school students are much less likely to claim 

that they would benefit from more help in reading. 

School-Parent Communications 

Reports on school-parent communications were quite consistent, as private-school 

parents claimed to have more extensive contact, in a variety of ways, with their child’s school 

(Table 10).  Although public and private-school parents reported similar rates of speaking to 

classes, and attendance at parent/teacher conferences and parental open houses--and public-

school parents were much more likely to report being PTA members--a higher percentage of 

parents of students in private schools reported: 

• that they receive notes about their child from the teacher — 98 percent for private-school 
parents, compared to 76 percent for the control group; 

• that they are informed of their child’s progress midterm — 96 vs. 75 percent; 
• that parents participate in instruction — 77 vs. 57 percent; 
• that parents receive a newsletter about what is going on in school — 90 vs. 70 percent; 
• that they are notified when their child is sent to the office the first time for disruptive 

behavior — 93 vs. 80 percent. 
 

Our focus group discussions with parents powerfully reinforced these statistical findings 

regarding school-parent communication.  The greater amounts of communication as well as the 

effectiveness of that communication in the private sector were the most commonly cited 

differences between public and private schools that emerged from our in-depth discussions with 

parents.  More than a dozen exchanges were similar to this one: 

Parent: The difference, public schools, you don’t know there is a problem with the child 
until you get to a PTA meeting.  And they say, well, the child has been doing this 
and that and the other. Well, if he has been a problem and this is indicative of his 
behavior why the heck haven’t I been notified prior to now? With the [private] 
school that my kids are in now, they send a letter home every single day that they 
have been disruptive or haven’t finished their homework, or something, there is a 
note that goes home and you have to sign it and send it back.  So communication 
is good there and they’ll call you as soon as the incident happens instead of 
sending them home or suspending them…they weigh both sides and then decide 
what [the] disciplinary action will be.30 
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These findings regarding differences in communication cannot be attributed to initial 

parental characteristics.  Recall that the two groups of parents, separated only by the selections of 

a lottery, were similar in all relevant respects at baseline.  Major differences in school-parent 

communications, therefore, appear to be due to the different relationship between home and 

school nurtured by private schools. 

Parental Involvement in Child's Education 

 Supporters of school choice claim that when parents choose a school, the family becomes 

more engaged in their child’s education.  Working together, schools and parents create a more 

effective educational environment for their children.31  But choice critics argue that any 

observed differences in parental engagement with private schools is due to the selected nature of 

the families who choose private schools in the first place. 

 The results after two years provide some evidence that the WSF program increased 

family engagement in their children’s education.  Nearly 88 percent of private-school parents 

said that they frequently talked with their child about his or her experiences at school, compared 

with 64 percent of parents in the control group (Table 11).  Fifty-eight percent of private-school 

parents reported regularly helping their child with math or reading projects outside of their 

homework, compared with just 37 percent of public-school parents.  The responses of private 

and public- school parents were similar to each other regarding the frequencies with which they 

helped their child with homework, worked on a school project, or attended school activities with 

their child.  

Religious Considerations 

The evidence is mixed, after two years, regarding the extent to which the WSF program 

affected the religious practices of parents and students.  Private-school parents were somewhat 
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less likely than public-school parents to report that they attend religious services at least weekly 

(51 percent versus 69 percent).  However, 34 percent of private-school parents, as compared with 

just nine percent of public-school parents, said that they were “very satisfied with the extent to 

which students can observe religious traditions in school.”     

After two years, the WSF program had no clear effect on the religious practices of 

students.  There were no statistically significant differences in the reports of private and public-

school students regarding whether they participated in various religious activities “a lot” during 

the previous year. 

Parental Satisfaction 

 Most studies of school choice have found that low-income parents who use vouchers to 

send their children to private schools are more satisfied with various aspects of the private school 

than are parents who send their children to public school.  Studies of school choice programs in 

Milwaukee, San Antonio, Indianapolis, and Cleveland all reach essentially this same 

conclusion.32  

To gather quantitative data on this question, parents were asked about their satisfaction 

with the school their child attended.  As can be seen in Table 13, the differences between the two 

groups of parents are quite dramatic.  Private-school parents are more enthusiastic about their 

schools than the public-school parents who applied for a school voucher.  Nearly 81 percent of 

the private-school parents gave their school a grade of "A" or “B,” as compared to 60 percent of 

the public-school parents.  None of the private-school parents graded their child’s school “D” or 

“F,” although 11 percent of the control group parents considered their child’s school deserving of 

such low grades. 
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Parents were also asked about specific dimensions of school life.  On most dimensions 

about which parents were questioned, private-school parents were significantly more satisfied 

with their child’s education.  When asked about the amount of information that parents received 

from teachers, half of all private-school parents were “very satisfied,” compared with less than 

one-fifth of public-school parents.  With respect to the free exercise of religion, 34 percent of 

private-school parents were very satisfied but just nine percent of the control group were very 

satisfied.  For class size, 35 percent of private-school parents claimed to be very satisfied, as 

compared to 12 percent of public-school parents.  Regarding school safety, 43 percent of the 

Washington private-school parents said they were very satisfied, while just 21 percent of the 

parents of students still in public school gave this response.  As Table 13 shows, similar but 

slightly smaller differences emerged when parents were asked about the students’ respect for 

teachers, the teaching of moral values, the subjects taught in school, the quality of teaching, the 

clarity of school goals, and the amount of teamwork among school staff. 

The enhanced satisfaction among private-school parents with various aspects of their new 

schools was apparent also in their comments in focus-group sessions.  One parent, who enrolled 

her child in a Catholic school even though she did not win a scholarship, explained her decision 

this way: 

Parent 1: But as far as her school and stuff is concerned, I have no problem…outside of the 
fact that they are parochial school and they don’t have enough money.  But, hey, 
the academics is fine.  Her teachers are great.  Her teachers stay on her...whenever 
anything goes wrong, I find out, her grandmother finds out, or her father finds 
out.33 

 
A second parent, who won a scholarship, spoke of the enduring attraction of the “Catholic 

schools” model of education: 

Parent 2: I guess I went through Catholic school my whole life.  My whole family did.  The 
classrooms are very small.  Where they attend they have a lot of activities.  The 
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main focus is education along with the Catholic religion.  The school is small.  It 
is very safe.  The teachers actually care…The tuition is hard but I figure I want 
my children to have that good education cause public school just didn’t offer them 
what I expected them to give them.  It is not that many activities [compared] with 
the Catholic schools.  [The Catholic schools] have music.  They take computers 
every day.  They have Spanish classes everyday.  Like I said the teachers actually 
care.  They work with them kind of on a one-on-one basis.  The principal, he is 
excellent.  There is not many field trips but when they have them they are 
educational.  They don’t just go to the zoo or to the park.  They go to a lot of 
museums...34 

 
The private-school parents seem to appreciate that the schools their children are now attending, 

predominantly Catholic parochial schools, are attentive to them and their children, even in the 

face of severe resource constraints.  Whether it is because private schools target their limited 

resources more effectively or are able to foster a stronger sense of community, it is unequivocal 

that the modest-income D.C. parents in our study are much more satisfied with what private 

schools have to offer their children than the public school alternative. 

Student Adjustment to and Satisfaction with Choice Schools 

Adjusting to a new private school can be very difficult, especially for older children.  The 

fact that the older cohort of students experienced adjustment problems when they switched to 

private school was confirmed by student questionnaire and test score performances in the first 

year.35  The responses to the student questionnaire in the second year provide an opportunity to 

gauge the extent to which older voucher students either persisted in or overcame their adjustment 

problems during the second year in their new schools.  Responses by students in grades seven 

through nine to the second year survey suggest that their adjustment problems continued in some 

areas but appear to be less severe than they were during the first year. 

 Perhaps the single most revealing question in the survey asked the students to grade their 

school from A to F (Table 14).  Younger students in private school were somewhat more likely 

to give their school an “A” than were those in the control group—68 percent as compared to 45 
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percent, although the difference was not quite statistically significant.  But the older students in 

private school were less likely to give their school an "A." Only 7 percent of them did so, as 

compared to 25 percent of the control group, again, a difference that is not quite statistically 

significant.  The difference between the more favorable evaluations of the younger students in 

private school and the less favorable evaluations of the older students is, itself, statistically 

significant.  Even after two years in their new schools, students who switch to private schools 

when they were younger tended to evaluate their new schools more favorably than did students 

who made the change when they were older.  

 The results were similar, although less conclusive, when students were asked how they 

felt about going to school.  Among the younger students, 64 percent of the private-school 

students but only 38 percent of the public-school students said they "like it a lot."  Among the 

older students, the difference in the responses to this question by private and public-school 

students were statistically indistinguishable from each other.  Overall, the data show a private-

school gain of 21 percent in the likelihood that a student enjoys going to school. 

Still another question evoked a similar divide in responses between the cohorts.  When 

asked whether "rules for behavior at [their] school are strict," all of the older students attending 

private schools agreed, compared with 56 percent of the older students in the control group.  In 

contrast, about 70 percent of the younger students in both the private and public-school groups 

agreed that rules in their schools were strict.  In this case, it was the strong voucher effect among 

the older cohort that drove the combined private-school effect of a 19 percentage point increase 

in the level of agreement that rules are strict in their school.   

Finally, Table 14 ends with a set of results that indicates that the older students might be 

making gains in adjusting to their new schools.  Students were asked if “teachers are interested in 
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students” at their school.  Virtually all of the older students in private school answered “yes” to 

that question, compared with 76 percent of the older students in the control group.  Although that 

difference itself was not statistically significant, the voucher effect on this measure for the older 

private-school students is significantly different from the pattern evidenced by the younger 

private-school students. 

 In sum, it appears that the students who switched from public to private school when they 

were older are making progress in adjusting to their new schools, but still have a ways to go.  

They are more convinced than the younger students that their private-school teachers are 

interested in students; however, they are much stingier than the younger students in assigning an 

“A” grade to their new schools.  Although the cross-group differences are not quite statistically 

significant, it appears that the older private-school students evidence less of a gain than the 

younger students in their enthusiasm for attending school, and more of a gain in their view that 

rules are strict in their new schools.  

Consistent Attendance at School 

All else equal, it is generally thought that students do better the longer they remain in the 

same school.  Does school choice destabilize a child’s educational experience?  In his evaluation 

of the Milwaukee school choice program, John Witte expressed concern about the high rate of 

attrition from private schools.36  Many choice critics also raise questions about the readiness of 

private schools to expel students who do not “fit in.”  But other studies have found that voucher 

students from low-income families are more likely to remain in the same school throughout the 

school year and from one year to the next.37 

The WSF program provides an opportunity to examine this question with data from a 

randomized experiment.  The relevant results are presented in Table 15.  A very high percentage 
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of all students in the study claimed to have remained in the same school the entire year.  More 

than 90 percent of both the private and public-school parents reported that their child had 

remained in the same school throughout the school year.  This percentage is much higher than is 

typical of inner-city minority children in general, perhaps indicating that the families who 

applied for scholarships were strongly committed to their children’s education.   

Although there were no apparent differences between the two groups in terms of mobility 

rates, private-school parents were significantly more likely to report that their child had been 

suspended during the previous academic year.  Seventeen percent of private-school parents 

reported a suspension, as compared with just six percent in the control group.  The parents of 

students in private schools also reported that their child was absent from school and more than a 

half hour late for school in the previous month more frequently than public-school students.   

These modestly elevated rates of tardiness and absenteeism among private-school 

students do not appear to have been due to the fact that their schools were less conveniently 

located, as students attending private schools did not, on average, face a longer daily commute to 

school than their public-school counterparts.  The lack of a significant difference in the length of 

students’ commute, however, may obscure other important differences.  For example, it seems 

likely that private-school students are primarily driven to school by their parents, rather than 

relying on buses provided by their school.  The lack of information concerning the modes of 

transportation used by the two groups of students makes such an interpretation speculative.  

What does seem clear, however, is that the majority of families using WSF scholarships chose to 

send their child to a private school relatively close to their home.  While expanding school 

choice would obviously loosen the tie between residential location and school, it would not sever 

it completely. 
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Students Changing Schools 

 Within the school year, the private-school students in the study appear to have been 

exposed to somewhat less time in school, due to increased rates of suspension, absenteeism, and 

tardiness.  Have they experienced comparable disruptions in the stability of their school 

attendance across academic years?  In other words, does the voucher intervention produce 

disruptions in a child’s education because of school switching, either due to the choices of 

parents or school expulsions?  Based on the second year results from Washington, the answer 

appears to be “no.”  There is no significant difference in the proportion of private and public-

school students who plan to continue in their current school, as reported by parents (Table 16).  

For those parents who said that their child would attend a different school in the subsequent year, 

we asked them to describe the most important factor in the decision to switch schools.  Private-

school parents who planned to switch schools were somewhat more likely than the control group 

to list “quality of school unacceptable” and “child admitted to a preferred private school” as the 

primary reason for changing schools.  These results suggest that private-school parents are 

somewhat more likely to use their choice opportunities to attempt to improve the quality of the 

educational product that their child is receiving.  Less than one percent of the private-school 

parents said that their child was expelled from or asked not to return to a private school.  That 

implicit expulsion rate for private-school students was not significantly different from the rate 

evidenced by the control group. 

 In sum, the results from the second year of the Washington voucher experiment indicate 

levels of educational stability that are similar between the private-school students and their 

public-school peers.  Private-school students using vouchers are no more likely to change 

schools downstream than are comparable public-school students.  When the private-school 
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students switch to a different school, parents are more likely to report that they are trying to 

“trade up” to a higher quality school than are parents of public-school students. 

Student Tolerance and Involvement in Extracurricular Activities 

  The fostering of civic values such as political tolerance and community involvement have 

long been important components of the educational mission of schools.38  A number of political 

and educational theorists have claimed that public schools are the optimal, if the not the only, 

environment for inculcating civic values in young people.39  After all, public schools are, by 

definition, public.  They are designed to be open to all students on an equal basis and are 

regulated by the state—the very entity that will profit most by the fostering of civic values in 

students.   

Recently, a few scholars have challenged the orthodoxy that public schools necessarily 

are better at preparing students for citizenship.  Examining the actual data from a number of 

different sources, they find that private schools perform surprisingly well, compared to public 

schools, in inculcating a number of important civic values.40 

 Our survey data allow us to examine the question of whether private schooling produces 

higher, lower, or equal levels of political tolerance and community involvement for young 

people.  In the student questionnaire, we asked the students to think of a political group whose 

beliefs they strongly oppose.  We then asked them a series of questions regarding which civil 

liberties they would extend to people who espouse such beliefs.41  The results appear at the top of 

Table 17.  For all three questions, the students in private school were more likely to provide 

tolerant responses.  Thirty-four percent of the private-school students would permit members of a 

group that they oppose to give a speech in their community.  Only 18 percent of the students in 

the control group would extend free-speech protections to such a group.  Forty-seven percent of 
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the private-school students would permit members of a disliked political group to live in their 

neighborhood, a policy that only 27 percent of the public-school students would support.  

Finally, 37 percent of the private-school students would permit a candidate whose views they 

fiercely oppose to run for president; whereas, only 20 percent of the control group students 

would grant a candidate whose views they find distasteful the opportunity to test the national 

political waters.  The private-schooling advantage in fostering political tolerance that is evident 

here cannot be dismissed as a product of differing family backgrounds, as the randomization 

process effectively neutralized such self-selection influences.  Modest-income inner-city students 

who switched to private schools in D.C. displayed significantly higher levels of political 

tolerance than their public-school peers after two years. 

 The evidence regarding community and extracurricular involvement is somewhat less 

striking than the results on political tolerance.  The students in private schools were much more 

likely to respond that they frequently participated in “sports, exercise or gymnastics” and “art, 

music or dance lessons” in the past year than were the students in the control group.  The 

difference between the private and public-school students was most pronounced for the 

participation of the older students in exercise activities, as 69 percent of the older private-school 

students reported they had done so “a lot” but only 14 percent of their public-school peers 

responded similarly.  Overall, there were no significant differences in the reported involvement 

of private and public-school students in team sports or scouting; however, the younger cohort of 

private-school students were less likely than the younger public-school students to respond that 

they participated in scouting.          
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Academic Achievement 

 Until recently, studies of voucher programs have not randomly assigned students to 

treatment and control conditions, and therefore have not overcome the possible selection 

problems that we have discussed repeatedly in this paper.  Privately funded programs in 

Indianapolis, San Antonio, and Milwaukee admitted students on a first-come, first-served basis.  

And in the state-funded program in Cleveland, though scholarship winners were initially selected 

by means of a lottery, eventually all applicants 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.42  Therefore, uncertainty has persisted regarding the 

crucial question of whether or not school vouchers actually improve the educational achievement 

of the students who use them.   

 Last year, a team of researchers (including two of the authors of this evaluation) released 

a report that examined the test score effects of the New York City, Dayton, Ohio and 

Washington, D.C. school voucher experiments after two years.43  The evaluations in all three 

cities were designed as randomized field trials, permitting us to ascribe any significant test-score 

differences between the treatment and control group to the effects of the voucher.  We found that 

in each of the three cities, after two years, the African American students who switched to 

private schools demonstrated statistically significant gains in combined reading and math test 

scores relative to their respective control groups.  No significant test-score differences were 

identified for the groups of Hispanic students in New York (51 percent of that city’s sample), 

white students in Dayton (24 percent of that city’s sample) or non-African American students in 

Washington (6 percent of that city’s sample).  Here we reproduce the test-score results after two 

years in Washington.  
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 To estimate more precisely the effects of attending a D.C. private school on student test 

scores, baseline test scores in both reading and math were included in all equations.  The test-

score analysis was restricted to African American students because the voucher experiments to 

date have uncovered a consistent pattern of effects for African Americans but not necessarily 

students of other ethnicities.  Such a restriction hardly limits our analysis here, since over 93 

percent of the participants in the second year of the D.C. evaluation were African American.   

 The Year One test-score results in D.C. had varied depending on the subject matter of the 

test and the grade cohort of the students.  The younger cohort of private-school students had 

outperformed their public-school peers in math but not in reading.  The older cohort of private-

school students had under-performed relative to their control group in reading but not in math.  

The mixed test score results from the first year, coupled with student survey responses that 

differed greatly by grade cohort, provided evidence that the younger students were adjusting 

better to their new private schools than were the older students who had made the switch.44   

Table 18 displays the results of the Year Two test-score analysis for African Americans, 

overall and broken down by type of test and grade cohort.  As such, it allows us to assess the 

extent to which the African American students in private schools demonstrate significant 

achievement effects from the voucher intervention and the extent to which any effects vary by 

subject matter or grade cohort.  The results are remarkably clear and consistent.  Overall, the 

effect of the voucher intervention on the combined reading and math achievement of the African 

American students was 9 National Percentile Rank (NPR) points.  The gain of these students 

relative to the control group was nearly 10 NPR points in math and 8 NPR points in reading, 

effects that are each statistically significant and are not significantly different from each other.  
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The test score effects for the younger cohort of students were indistinguishable from the effects 

for the older cohort. 

Concerned that these results might be merely the product of a different sample of students 

returning for the first and second year evaluations, we re-ran the analysis on a consistent set of 

respondents.  Our stable-sample reanalysis confirmed both the varied voucher effects of the first 

year and the consistently positive voucher effects of the second year in D.C.  Examining the 

same group of students over time, the younger cohort of voucher students performed better than 

their public-school peers in math after one year and better in math, reading, and combined 

achievement after two years.  The older cohort of voucher students performed worse than the 

control group in reading after one year but better in math and combined achievement after two 

years.              

Conclusions 

 It is too soon to ascertain the long-term impact of the voucher program sponsored by the 

Washington Scholarship Fund.  Initial results, however, indicate that several characteristics of 

the private and public schools in our study are different in potentially important ways.  The 

parents of students in private schools in our sample are much more satisfied with their children's 

schools.  Home-school communications are more extensive in the private sector, and students are 

expected to do more homework.  The students who switched to private schools demonstrate 

higher levels of political tolerance as compared with students in the control group.  Two years 

after changing schools, African American students attending private schools outperformed their 

peers in combined reading and math achievement by 9 percentile points, a statistically significant 

difference.  Evidence from the surveys and test scores suggest that the adjustment problems 

experienced by the older cohort of voucher students during the first year in their private schools 
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were real but have attenuated markedly.  Based on a number of important outcome measures, 

both younger and older cohorts of African American voucher students appear to be doing better 

than are their public-school peers. 

 It is still premature to draw strong conclusions from these findings.  The results do 

suggest that vouchers for low-income families are largely effective in accomplishing their goal 

of raising the educational achievement levels of low-income African American students and 

producing higher levels of parental and student satisfaction and political tolerance.  However, no 

program evaluation is perfect, and the modest response rates to our follow-up data collection 

sessions and the possibility that differential response bias may exist lead us to be cautious in the 

claims that we are making here.  Two years is a short time for evaluating an educational 

intervention such as a school voucher experiment.  Currently, we are preparing to analyze the 

third and final year of data from the Washington voucher experiment, and to further explore 

ways to identify and adjust for differential response between the treatment and control group.  

We are anxious to discover if the positive voucher impacts that we have discovered thus far 

increase, plateau, attenuate, or disappear upon further analysis, three years into the program.  For 

now, our experimental evaluation of the effects of the Washington Scholarship Fund privately 

funded school voucher program is generally positive but still a work in progress. 
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Table 1 – Educational Characteristics:  
Scholarship Takers and Decliners, Washington DC 

 
 Takers Decliners Difference 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Baseline Test Scores:    
    
Reading    
  Grades 3-6 30.6 30.9 -0.3 
  Grades 7-9 35.5 24.8 10.7*** 
    
Math    
  Grades 3-6 25.1 21.1 4.0 
  Grades 7-9 29.7 19.8 9.9*** 
   

(N) 
   

224-297 
 
Percent of children facing the following 
educational challenges:1 

   

Learning disability 7.8 14.3 -6.5** 
Primary language not English 6.5 3.1 3.4 
Physical disability 4.4 3.1 1.3 

   
(N)   392-399 

Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual 
number of observations reported for parents with children in grades 1-7 at the time of 
baseline testing in 1998.  The grades ranges for the two cohorts reflect their projected 
grades, given annual advancement, and may not match their actual grade in 2000 for 
all cases. * = difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p < .05, *** = 
significant at p < .01; two-tailed test conducted.  Differences in bold indicate effects 
that are significantly different between the two grade cohorts at least at p < .1 based 
on a T-Test. 
1 As reported by parents in 2000 survey. 
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Table 2 -- Demographic Characteristics: 
Scholarship Takers and Decliners, Washington DC 

 
 Takers Decliners Difference 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Family Income:     

Less than $5,000 7.6 11.4 -3.8 
$5,000-$10,999 14.6 23.7 -9.1** 
$11,000-$24,999 40.4 45.6 5.2 
$25,000-$39,999 23.9 19.5 4.4 
$40,000 or more 5.9 3.4 2.3 
Total 100.0 100.0  

    
Average family income $20,466 $18,072 $2,394** 
    
Families receiving following forms of 
government assistance: 

   

Food Stamps 21.7 39.5 -17.8*** 
TANF (Welfare) 15.8 27.8 -12.0*** 
HUD Housing Vouchers 8.8 18.2 -9.4*** 
Supplemental Security Income 3.9 12.3 -8.4*** 
Social Security  11.2 15.3 -4.1 

    
Mother's Education (highest achieved)    
No high school diploma 3.2 8.7 -5.5** 
High school diploma or GED 36.3 32.8 3.5 
Less than 2 yrs post secondary 24.6 34.9 -10.3** 
2+ yrs of trade, vocational or bus. school 7.7 7.9 -0.2 
2 yrs or more college 16.6 10.0 6.6* 
College graduate (4 or 5 yr program) 10.0 3.8 6.2** 
Graduate degree 1.6 1.8 -0.2 
Total 100.0 100.0  

    
Average Number of Years of Education  13.2 12.8 0.4*** 
    
Mother's Employment Status    
Full time 68.1 64.4 3.7 
Part time 10.3 13.3 -3.0 
Looking for work 16.6 18.4 -1.8 
Not looking 5.0 3.8 1.2 
Total 100.0 100.0  
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Table 2 Continued 
 
 Takers Decliners Difference 
 (1) (2) (3) 
    
Percent of families who moved within the 
past 2 years  

16.9 30.0 -13.1*** 

   
Mother's Ethnicity   
African American 89.3 96.9 -7.6*** 
White 0.4 0.0 0.4 
Hispanic 6.1 1.2 4.9*** 
Other 4.2 1.9 2.3 
Total 100.0 100.0  
   

Mother's Religious Affiliation   
Baptist 54.0 64.5 -10.5** 
Other Protestant 12.6 9.8 2.8 
Catholic 17.1 11.3 5.8* 
Other Religion 11.4 9.3 2.1 
No Religion 4.9 5.1 -0.2 
Total 100.0 100.0  
    

Mother Currently Married  17.4 16.1 1.3 
    
Percentage of Mothers US Born  93.7 94.9 -1.2 
    
Percentage of mothers who voted in last 
presidential election  

88.9 76.7 12.2*** 

    
Percentage of students with a household 
member in jail during past year  

4.7 2.1 2.6 

    
(N)   292-402 

Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual 
number of observations reported for parents with children in grades 1-7 at baseline in 
1998.  * = difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p < .05, *** = significant 
at p < .01; two-tailed test conducted.  All figures are based on parental reports in the 
2000 survey. 
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Table 3 – Reasons School Selected, Washington DC 
 
 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Cited as the most important reason why 
parent chose school:  

      

Academic quality 40.6 35.9 4.7 47.4 34.6 12.8 
Only choice available 12.4 15.5 -3.1 7.9 16.4 -8.5 
Special features of school 9.8 12.4 -2.6 6.0 13.1 -7.1 
Convenient location 7.2 4.6 2.6 11.0 3.9 7.1 
What is taught in school 6.6 7.6 -1.0 5.0 7.8 -2.8 
Neighborhood public school 4.6 5.5 -0.9 3.2 5.7 -2.5 
School safety 4.5 3.0 1.5 6.6 2.6 4.0 
Religious instruction 3.8 2.9 0.9 5.2 2.7 2.5 
Teacher quality 3.8 6.7 -2.9* 0.0 7.5 -7.8 
Discipline 3.7 1.7 1.9 6.4 1.2 5.2 
Class size 1.5 2.6 -1.1 0.0 2.9 -3.0 
School facilities 0.9 0.3 0.6 1.9 0.1 1.8 
Extra-curricular activities 0.6 1.2 -0.6 0.0 1.4 -1.6 
Sports program 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Child’s friends 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
       

(N)   666   666 
Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of observations for 
parents with children in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998. * = difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p 
< .05, *** = significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted. 
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Table 4 – Attendance at Preferred School, Washington DC 
 
 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
       
Percent gaining admission to a school 
the family wanted the child to attend:  74.7 57.4 17.3*** 97.5 52.9 44.6*** 
       
Reasons why child did not gain 
admission to preferred school:2 

      

Could not afford tuition 12.5 26.1 -13.6*** 0.0 29.6 -34.9*** 
No space available 2.5 5.2 -2.7* 0.0 5.9 -7.0* 
Transportation problems 1.3 1.4 -0.1 1.3 1.5 -0.2 
No reason given by school 1.1 0.9 0.2 1.3 0.8 0.5 
School in inconvenient location 0.9 0.4 0.5 1.5 0.2 1.3 
Moved away from the school 0.8 1.1 -0.3 0.3 1.2 -0.9 
Child did not pass admissions test 0.8 1.0 -0.2 0.5 1.0 -0.5 
Applied too late 0.2 0.4 -0.2 0.0 0.5 -0.5 
Communication problems 0.2 0.3 -0.1 0.2 0.4 -0.2 
Family not a member of church   
affiliated with school 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Parent did not answer question 4.9 5.8 -0.9 3.8 6.0 -2.2 

       
(N)   712   712 
Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of observations for 
parents with children in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998. * = difference significant at p < .1, ** = significant at 
p < .05, *** = significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted. 
1 Percentages are in terms of the total population who reported whether or not their child attended the family’s 
preferred school. 
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Table 5 – School Facilities and Programs, Washington DC 

 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
       
Average school size  302.2 408.5 -106.3*** 181.9 434.3 -252.3*** 
       
Average class size  20.1 22.3 -2.2*** 17.3 22.9 -5.6*** 
       
Percent of children who have the following 
resources at their school:  

      

Special programs for non-English speakers 42.0 68.9 -26.9*** 6.0 76.3 -70.3*** 
Nurse’s office 71.7 89.2 -17.5*** 45.3 93.9 -48.6*** 
Prepared Lunches 61.3 77.1 -15.8*** 41.6    81.1 -39.5*** 
Cafeteria 77.8 92.1 -14.3*** 58.9 95.6 -36.7*** 
Special programs for advanced learners 55.9 66.4 -10.5** 39.7 69.4 -29.7** 
Arts program 76.2 86.3 -10.1*** 62.1 89.1 -27.0*** 
Special education programs 74.6 83.8 -9.2*** 61.2 85.6 -24.4*** 
Computer lab 85.2 93.0 -7.8*** 74.4 95.0 -20.6*** 
Gym 72.5 78.6 -6.1* 64.4 80.1 -15.7* 
Child counselors 89.1 92.7 -3.6 84.3 93.6 -9.3 
Library 92.3 95.2 -2.9 88.2 95.9 -7.7 
After-school program 84.1 86.6 -2.5 80.8 87.2 -6.4 
Music program 87.2 87.4 0.2 86.8 87.3 0.5 
Individual tutors 58.1 59.7 1.6 63.5 59.3 4.2 

       
Percent of parents “very satisfied” with 
the facilities in their child’s school 

19.1 15.7 3.4 23.6 14.8 8.8 

       
(N)   465-703   464-703 

Figures may not sum due to rounding. Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of observations for 
parents with children in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998. * = difference significant at p < .1, ** = significant at 
p < .05, *** = significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted. 
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Table 6 – Ethnic Considerations, Washington DC 
 
 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Percent of classmates that are minority:        

Less than 50 percent 20.3 25.4 -5.1 13.5 26.6 -13.1 
50-75 percent 14.0 16.4 2.4 22.0 15.9 6.1 
More than 75 percent but not all 23.4 25.5 -2.1 20.6 26.0 -5.4 
100 percent 37.9 32.7 4.8 43.9 31.5 12.4 
Total 100.0 100.0  100.0 100.0  
       

Percent of classmates that are the same 
race as student: 

     

Less than 50 percent 9.5 16.4 -6.9*** 0.2 18.2 -18.0*** 
50-75 percent 19.3 21.0 -1.7 17.0 21.4 -4.4 
More than 75 percent but not all 35.4 37.4 -2.0 32.7 37.9 -5.2 
100 percent 35.8 25.2 10.6*** 50.5 22.5 28.0*** 
Total 100.0 100.0  100.0 100.0  
       

Percent claiming that racial conflict is a 
serious problem at child’s school 

22.1 20.9 1.2 23.8 20.6 3.2 

       
(N)   698-723   698-723 
       

STUDENT REPORTS       
       
Percent of students reporting they eat 
lunch with students of other racial 
groups:  

      

“Never” 33.1 30.7 2.4 36.1 30.3 5.8 
“Some of the time” 23.8 26.3 -2.5 26.2 26.8 -6.0 
“Most of the time” 13.8 13.6 0.2 14.1 13.6 0.5 
“All of the time” 29.3 29.4 -0.1 29.2 29.4 -0.2 
Total 100.0 100.0  100.0 100.0  

       
Average number of student’s four 
closest friends who are of a different 
race 

0.86 0.84 0.02 0.88 0.84 0.04 

       
(N)   480-518   480-518 

Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Parental reports are for students in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998; 
student reports are for grades 4 and higher in 2000.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of 
observations.  * = difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p < .05, *** = significant at p < .01; 
two-tailed tests conducted. 
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Table 7 – Special Needs, Washington DC 
 
 Scholarship Offer  School 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Percent of parents reporting child has:       
       
A learning disability  11.3 11.3 0.0 11.2 11.3 -0.1 
       
Difficulty understanding English well  4.8 4.2 0.6 5.6 4.0 1.6 
       
A physical disability  3.7 4.0 -0.3 3.3 4.0 -0.7 

      
(N)   715-719   715-719 

       
Percent who say school is doing “very 
well” in meeting student’s special need: 

      

       
A learning disability 19.2 14.2 5.0 27.8 14.2 13.6 
       
Difficulty understanding English well 71.6 30.4 41.2* 100.0 0.0 100.0 
       
A physical disability 21.4 38.0 -16.6 11.0 38.0 -27.0 
       

(N)   20-71  20-71 
Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of observations for 
parents with children in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998. * = difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant 
at p < .05, *** = significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted. 
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Table 8 – School Climate, Washington DC 

 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Parents who believe the following 
problems at school are serious: 

      

       
Fighting  38.3 47.4 -9.1** 26.1 49.7 -23.6** 
       
Tardiness  43.4 48.3 -4.9 37.2 49.6 -12.4 
       
Destruction of property  29.0 30.6 -2.6 24.4 31.3 -6.8 
       
Truancy  34.3 36.1 -1.8 31.9 36.6 -4.7 
       
Cheating  26.8 27.9 0.8 25.6 27.7 2.1 
       
Guns or other weapons  22.8 23.3 -0.5 22.3 23.4 -1.1 
       

Parents reporting the following rules 
at their child’s school: 

      

       
Uniforms 82.4 68.8 13.6*** 99.5 65.6 33.9*** 
       
Hall passes 78.8 87.8 -9.0*** 66.2 90.2 -24.0*** 

       
Dress code 91.0 92.2 1.2 89.0 91.9 2.9 

       
Visitors required to sign in 93.2 93.9 -0.7 92.3 94.1 -1.8 
       

(N)   644-710   644-710 
Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of observations for 
parents with children in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998. * = difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant 
at p < .05, *** = significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted. 
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Table 9 – School Expectations and Homework, Washington DC 
 
 

 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

PARENTAL REPORTS       
Hours of homework each day:        
All students 1.3 1.2 0.1* 1.3 1.1 0.2* 

       
Difficulty of homework:        

Too easy 6.5 7.9 -1.4 4.7 8.3 -3.6 
Appropriate 85.9 84.5 1.4 87.7 84.2 3.5 
Too difficult 4.2 6.2 -2.0 1.6 6.7 -5.1 
Total 100.0 100.0  100.0 100.0  

(N)   289-719   289-719 
       

STUDENT REPORTS       
Average number of hours of homework 
assigned each day: 

      

All students 1.3 1.1 0.2*** 1.4 1.0 0.4*** 
Students grades 4-6 1.2 1.0 0.2** 1.3 0.9 0.4** 
Students grades 7-9 1.4 1.2 0.2* 1.6 1.1 0.5** 

       
Percent of students who agree w/ following:        

      
“I would read much better if I had more help”       
All students 54.0 43.1 -9.1** 22.6 45.2 -22.6** 
Students grades 4-6 36.0 47.6 -11.6*  23.5 50.0 -26.5* 
Students grades 7-9  31.0 37.1 -6.1 21.6 38.8 -17.2 
       

“Class work was hard to learn”       
All students 29.6 27.4 2.2 32.4 26.8 5.6 
Students grades 4-6 34.7 33.6 1.1 35.9 33.3 2.6 
Students grades 7-9 22.0 19.3 2.7 26.4  18.4 8.0 
       

“I had trouble keeping up with the homework”       
All students 21.9 19.1 2.8 25.5 18.5 7.0 
Students grades 4-6 23.0 17.4 5.6 29.0 16.2 12.8 
Students grades 7-9 20.4 21.3 -0.9 18.9 21.6 -2.7 

(N)   200-523 200-523 
Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Parental reports are for students in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998; student 
reports are for grades 4 and higher in 2000.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of observations.  * = 
difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p < .05, *** = significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted.  
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Table 10 – School-Parent Communications, Washington DC 
 

 

 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Percent for whom following practices exist 
at child’s school: 

      

       
Parents receive notes from teachers  86.8 77.6 9.2*** 98.1 75.5 22.6*** 
       
Parents informed of midterm progress 85.6 77.4 8.2*** 96.1 75.4 20.7*** 
       
Parents participate in instruction  67.2 59.4 7.8** 77.3 57.4 19.9* 
       
Parents receive newsletter about school 79.6 71.9 7.7** 89.7 70.0 19.7** 
       
Parents notified when child sent to office for 
first time because of disruptive behavior 86.4 81.4 5.0* 92.5 80.2 12.3* 

       
Parents speak to classes about their jobs  47.8 50.2 -2.4 44.0 50.8 -6.8 

       
Regular parent/teacher conferences held  92.9 93.7 -0.8 91.9 93.9 -2.0 
       
Parent open-houses held at school  95.2 94.6 0.6 96.0 94.4 1.6 
       

Percent of parents who talk with other 
parents about their child’s school at least 
once a week 

30.5 31.5 -1.0 29.2 31.8 -2.6 

       
Average number of parent-teacher 
meetings attended in the past year  2.4 2.5 -0.1 2.3 2.6 -0.3 

       
Hours parent volunteered in school in the 
past month  

1.6 1.4 0.2 1.9 1.3 0.6 

       
Percent of parents that are members 
PTA/parent organization  

37.5 49.8 -12.3*** 21.0 52.9 -31.9*** 

      
(N)   553-706   553-706 

Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of observations for parents 
with children in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998.  * = difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p < .05, *** 
= significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted. 
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Table 11 -- Parental Involvement with Child’s Education, Washington DC 
 

 

 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Percent of parents who participated in the 
following activities with their children 6 or 
more times in the past month:  

      

       
Discussed experiences at school  75.4 66.6 8.8*** 87.5 64.3 23.2** 
       
Helped with math or reading not related to 
homework  

47.0 38.9 8.1** 57.8 36.9 20.9** 

       
Worked on homework  58.1 52.8 5.3 65.2 51.5 13.7 
       
Worked on a school project  25.8 30.0 -4.2 20.2 31.1 -10.9 
       
Attended school activities with child  24.6 22.1 2.5 27.9 21.4 6.5 
       

(N)   689-702   689-702 
Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of observations for parents 
with children in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998.  * = difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p < .05, *** 
= significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted. 
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Table 12 – Religious Considerations, Washington DC 
 

 

 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

PARENTAL REPORTS       
       
Percent of parents who:       
       
Listed religious instruction as the most 
important factor in choice of school 

3.8 2.9 0.9 5.2 2.7 2.5 

       
Attend religious services at least once a week 60.2 67.0 -6.8* 50.7 68.8 -18.1* 
      
Agree strongly that “religious education should 
be a part of all children’s education” 

65.9 66.1 -0.2 65.6 66.1 -0.5 

       
Agree strongly that “prayer should be allowed in 
all schools, public and private, as long as it is 
voluntary” 

69.0 67.4 1.6 71.0 67.0 4.0 

       
Report that they are “very satisfied” with the 
extent to which students can observe religious 
traditions in school 

21.5 11.5 10.0*** 34.1 8.9 25.2*** 

       
(N)   682-718   682-714 
       

STUDENT REPORTS       
       
Percent of students who attended religious 
services ”a lot” in the past year: 37.0 30.0 7.0 45.9 28.1 17.9 

       
Percent of students who received religious 
instruction “a lot” outside of school in the 
past year: 

23.2 24.3 -1.1 21.8 24.6 -2.8 

       
Percent of students who participated in 
church youth group activities “a lot” in the 
past year: 

 41.6 41.6 0.0 41.6 41.5 0.1 

       
(N)   479-498   479-498 

Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Parental reports are for students in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998; student 
reports are for grades 4 and higher in 2000.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of observations.  * = 
difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p < .05, *** = significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted. 
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Table 13 – Parental Satisfaction with School, Washington DC 
 

 

 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Percent of parents 'very satisfied' with the 
following aspects of their child’s school: 

      

       
Amount of information from teachers 34.4 22.1 12.3*** 50.2 19.1 31.1*** 
Freedom to observe religious traditions  21.5 11.5 10.0*** 34.1 8.9 25.2*** 
Class size  23.3 14.5 8.8*** 34.7 12.3 22.4*** 
Safety  31.4 22.9 8.5*** 42.8 20.8 22.0*** 
Student respect for teachers  29.9 21.9 8.0** 40.6 19.8 20.8** 
Teaching of moral values  31.0 23.0 8.0** 41.0 21.0 20.0** 
What is Taught 30.2 23.2 7.0** 39.6 21.4 18.2** 
Quality of teaching 31.0 24.5 6.5* 39.6 22.9 16.7* 
Clarity of school goals  26.1 19.9 6.2* 34.1 18.3 15.8** 
Teamwork among school staff  26.2 20.1 6.1* 33.5 18.6 14.9* 
Location  39.8 35.6 4.2 45.4 34.6 10.8 
Parental support for school  22.6 18.5 4.1 27.9 17.5 10.4 
Academic quality  29.2 25.3 3.9 34.2 24.4 9.8 
Discipline  24.6 20.8 3.8 29.3 19.8 9.5 
Teacher respect for students  26.6 23.4 3.2 30.6 22.6 8.0 
       

Percent of parents identifying the following 
as the biggest obstacle to their child’s 
performance in school:  

      

Child’s lack of motivation 34.7 26.6 8.1** 45.5 24.5 21.0** 
Quality of teachers 9.6 16.7 -7.1** 0.3 18.6 -18.3** 
Lack of facilities or programs 22.5 24.6 -2.1 19.7 25.2 -5.5 
Lack of discipline in school 8.5 9.4 -0.9 7.3 9.7 -2.4 
Problems in child’s home or neighborhood 5.7 7.4 -1.7 3.5 7.9 -4.4 
Child’s friends 17.0 15.3 3.7 23.8 14.2 9.6 
Total 100.0 100.0  100.0 100.0  

       
Overall Grade parent gave school:        
A or B 70.3 62.5 7.8** 80.8 60.4 20.4** 
C 24.0 27.4 -3.4 19.2 28.3 -8.9 
D or F 5.7 10.1 -4.4** 0.0 11.2 -11.5** 
Total 100.0 100.0  100.0 100.0  

      

Average grade parent gave school (4.0 Scale) 2.8 2.7 0.1* 3.0 2.7 0.3** 
       
(N)   536-721   536-721 

Figures may not sum due to rounding. Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of observations for 
parents with children in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998. * = difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p < 
.05, *** = significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted. 
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Table 14 – Student Adjustment and Satisfaction, Washington DC 
 
 

 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
       
Percent of students who report:       
       
They would give their school the grade “A”       
All students 41.6 37.0 4.6 47.3 36.0 11.3 
Students grades 4-6 57.2 46.9 10.3* 68.1 45.1 23.0 
Students grades 7-9 16.4 23.0 -6.4 6.5 25.1 -18.6 

       
They like going to school each day “a lot”       
All students 42.7 34.2 8.5** 53.3 32.2 21.1** 
Students grades 4-6 52.0 40.2 11.8** 64.4 38.1 26.3** 
Students grades 7-9 28.0 25.7 2.3 31.8 24.9 6.9 

       
“Rules for behavior at my school are strict”       
All students 74.3 66.2 8.1* 83.5 64.2 19.3* 
Students grades 4-6 71.7 70.0 1.7 73.5 69.7 3.8 
Students grades 7-9 77.9 61.3 16.3** 100.0 56.3 44.2** 

       
“Students are proud to attend my school”       
All students 63.2 63.3 -0.1 63.0 63.3 -0.3 
Students grades 4-6 72.7 70.4 2.3 75.1 69.9 5.2 
Students grades 7-9 49.3 53.7 -4.4 42.3 55.1 -12.8 
       

“I often feel made fun of by other students”        
All students 31.7 23.3 8.4** 39.3 21.5 17.8* 
Students grades 4-6 37.6 30.2 7.4 45.1 28.9 16.2 
Students grades 7-9 20.4 14.3 6.1 29.9 12.3 17.6 
       

“Teachers are interested in students”       
All students 85.9 84.5 1.4 87.4 84.2 3.2 
Students grades 4-6 84.8 88.7 -3.9 80.8 89.4 -8.6 
Students grades 7-9 87.6 79.1 8.5 99.9 76.4 23.5 

       
    

(N)   195-536 195-536 
Figures may not sum due to rounding. Percentages are weighted. N is the actual number of observations for 
students in grades 4 and higher in 2000.  * = difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p < .05, *** = 
significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted.  Cohort effects in bold are significantly different from each other 
at the p < 0.1 level.    
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Table 15 – Student Attendance Patterns, Washington DC 
 
 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
       
Percent of students suspended for 
disciplinary reasons during the          
1999-2000 school year 

      

All students 11.7 7.4 4.3* 17.2 6.3 10.9* 
Students grades 4-6 10.4 4.7 5.7** 16.6 3.7 12.9* 
Students grades 7-9 15.6 13.0 2.6 19.8 12.1 7.7 

       
Percent of students who attended the 
same school for the entire 1999-2000 
school year 

91.1 91.4 -0.3 90.3 91.4 -0.9 

       
Average number of days in the past 
month student was absent from school 

1.2 1.0 0.2* 1.5 1.0 0.5* 

       
Average number of days in the past 
month student was more than a half hour 
late for school 

1.3 1.1 0.2* 1.5 1.1 0.5* 

       
Average length of commute to school (in 
minutes) 

19.7 20.2 -0.5 19.1 20.4 -1.3 

       
(N)   678-729   678-729 

Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of observations for 
parents with children in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998. * = difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p < 
.05, *** = significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted. 
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Table 16 – Students Changing Schools, Washington DC 
 
 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
       
Percent of non-graduating students who 
plan to attend the same school next year:  77.6 82.1 -4.5 72.5 83.1 -10.6 

       
Percent of parents identifying the 
following as the most important reason 
for the change:3 

      

       
Quality of school unacceptable 8.4 4.6 3.8* 12.6 3.7 8.9* 
       
Child admitted to preferred private school 3.6 1.4 2.2* 6.1 0.9 5.2* 
       
Family moving away from school 3.4 2.4 1.0 4.5 2.1 2.4 
       
School in inconvenient location  1.0 1.2 -0.2 0.8 1.3 -0.5 
       
Want all children in the same school 0.8 1.0 -0.2 0.6 1.0 -0.4 
       
School too expensive 0.6 0.7 -0.1 0.5 0.8 -0.3 
       
Child admitted to preferred public school  0.3 1.1 -0.8 0.0 1.3 -2.0 
       
Child was asked not to return 0.6 0.3 0.3 0.9 0.2 0.7 

       
Parent did not answer question 3.9 5.3 -1.4 2.3 5.6 -3.3 

       
(N)   629   629 

Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of observations for 
parents with children in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998.  * = difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p < 
.05, *** = significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted. 
1 Percentages are in terms of the total population who reported whether or not their child pans to attend the same 
school.
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Table 17 – Student Tolerance and Extracurricular Participation, 
Washington DC  

 
 

 Effect of Scholarship Offer  Effect of Going Private 
 Offer No Offer Impact Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
       
Percent of students saying that people 
whose views they oppose should 
“definitely” be able to: 

      

       
Give a speech in their community 26.0 19.3 6.7* 34.2 17.8 16.4* 

       
Live in their neighborhood 36.7 28.5 8.2** 46.8 26.6 20.2** 

       
Run for president 28.7 21.4 7.3* 37.3 19.8 17.5* 
       

Percent of students who participated in 
the following activities “a lot” in the past 
school year: 

      

       
Sports, exercise, or gymnastics       
All students 38.7 25.2 13.5*** 56.4 21.7 34.7*** 
Students grades 4-6 38.1 29.3 8.8 48.6 27.3 21.3 
Students grades 7-9 39.4 19.8 19.6*** 69.1 13.5 55.6*** 

       
Art, music, or dance lessons       
All students 30.8 22.6 8.2** 41.4 20.5 20.9** 
Students grades 4-6 31.9 24.3 7.6 40.6 22.7 17.9 
Students grades 7-9 29.3 20.5 8.8 42.7 17.7 25.0 
       

Team sports        
All students 31.9 27.2 4.7 28.0 26.0 12.0 
Students grades 4-6 35.1 26.4 8.7 44.7 24.6 20.1 
Students grades 7-9 27.3 28.2 -0.9 25.8 28.5 -2.7 
       

Scouting       
All students 12.7 17.1 -4.4 6.9 18.3 -11.4 
Students grades 4-6 12.9 21.6 -8.7* 3.2 23.6 -20.4* 
Students grades 7-9 12.4 11.5 0.9 13.7 11.2 2.5 
       

(N)   207-529 207-529 
Figures may not sum due to rounding.  Percentages are weighted; N is the actual number of observations for 
parents with children in grades 1-7 at baseline in 1998. * = difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p < 
.05, *** = significant at p < .01; two-tailed tests conducted. 
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            Table 18 –Program’s Impact on African-American Student 

Test Scores, Washington DC 
 

 Impact of Offer 
 

(Percentiles) 

Impact of Private-School 
Attendance 
(Percentiles) 

 (1) (2) 
All students   
  Math 4.0*** 9.9*** 
  Reading 3.3** 8.1** 
  Overall 3.6*** 9.0*** 
 7  
 (N) 700 700 
   
Grades 3-6   
  Math 4.2*** 10.0*** 
  Reading 3.6*** 8.6** 
  Overall 3.9*** 9.3*** 
   
(N) 490 490 
     
Grades 7-9   
  Math 4.1* 12.8* 
  Reading 2.5 7.8 
  Overall 3.3* 10.3* 
 7  
 (N) 210 210 

Difference between test and control groups in National Percentile Points on Iowa Test of 
Basic Skills. Estimates of program effects are weighted; N is the actual number of 
observations for students in 1-7 at baseline in 1998.  Grade cohorts based on projected 
grade in 2000.  Statistical controls included for baseline math and reading scores.  * = 
difference significant at p < .1, ** =   significant at p < .05, *** = significant at p < .01; 
two-tailed tests conducted.  
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