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An Evaluation of the Children’s Scholarship Fund 
 

(Executive Summary) 
 

 In 1999, the Children’s Scholarship Fund (CSF) announced that it would award 
scholarships enabling low-income families across the United States to send their children 
in grades K-8 to the private school of their choice. The families of over 1.25 million 
children applied for scholarships; 40,000 were awarded.  Because more families applied 
than could receive scholarships, recipients were chosen by lottery, enabling the research 
methodology of a randomized field trial to evaluate the program.   
 

The power of random assignment combined with the size and national scope of 
the CSF offers researchers an unmatched look at the effects of attending private schools 
on both parents and students.  This evaluation reports on the results of a telephone survey 
administered to applicants at the conclusion of the first school year in which CSF 
scholarships were used.  Over 2,300 applicants and 850 children in applicant families in 
grades 4 through 8 were surveyed. Questions were asked on a variety of subjects, 
including the level of satisfaction with the school, reasons for choosing a school, 
experiences within the school, and family background characteristics. 
 

Tables 2-20 display comparisons between families who, upon receipt of a 
scholarship, opted to have their children attend a private school, and families whose 
children remained in public schools. In each of these tables, column 1 contains the results 
for parents whose children attended a private school in the previous year or for the 
private school students themselves; column 2 displays the results for public school 
parents and students.  The third column reports the difference between columns 1 and 2, 
which tells us the impact of switching from a public to a private school.  

 
Because scholarships were awarded by lottery, on average there are no 

demographic differences between families who were offered scholarships and families 
that were not.  Table 21, however, presents the demographic characteristics of families 
who were offered a scholarship and made use of it (“takers”) and those who were offered 
one but did not use it (“decliners”).    

 
Tables 22 and 23 compare families who were offered a scholarship and those who 

were not.  In Table 22, therefore, we examine the effect of the CSF program (not of 
attending a private school) on the reasons people choose the schools they do.  Similarly, 
in Table 23 we report the effect of the CSF on whether students are attending the school 
their parents prefer.  The final two tables (Tables 24 and 25) are restricted to scholarship 
takers only because they deal with characteristics of private schools (religious affiliation 
and tuition respectively).  
  
All differences discussed in the text are statistically significant at conventional levels 
unless otherwise noted. 
 
The main findings are as follows: 
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•  Parents whose children are in private schools are more likely to award their 
school an “A” grade than public school parents—72% versus 16%.  The average private 
school grade is an A-, while on average the public schools only score an average of C+.  
Private school students are also more likely to give their school an “A,” although the 
difference is not statistically significant.  Paradoxically, fewer private school students 
report that they “like school a lot,” although again the difference between private and 
public school students is not statistically significant. 
 
•  Private school parents are more likely to report that they are “very satisfied” with 
their schools’ academic quality, safety, discipline, and the values taught in the school.  
For example, 68% of parents whose children are in private schools are “very satisfied” 
with the academic quality of their school, compared to 23% of public school parents.  
More private school parents are also “very proud” of their child’s school. Among youth, 
more private school students report that “students are proud” to attend their school, 
although the difference—55% versus 35%—is not statistically significant.   
 
•  Discipline problems are less common in private than public schools, at least as 
reported by parents.  Fewer private school parents rate fighting, cheating, stealing, gangs, 
racial conflict, guns, and drugs as serious problems in their schools.  While almost half of 
public school parents report fighting to be a problem in their child’s school, none of the 
private school parents did.  Fewer private school students report that disruptions in school 
are common—only 7.8%, contrasted with 56.8% of public school students.   
 
•  Generally, private schools have fewer facilities and programs than public schools.  
For example, while 89% of public schools have a nurse’s office, only two-thirds of 
private schools do.  Two exceptions stand out, however: private schools are more likely 
to have individual tutors and an after-school program, although only the former 
difference is statistically significant.  When comparing parents of children with learning 
disabilities, private school parents are also more likely to report that their school attends 
to their child’s needs “very well” (this difference of 43 percentage points is large but due 
to the small numbers involved is not statistically significant). 
 
•  Private schools are smaller than public schools, as are their class sizes.  While the 
average (approximate) size of private schools is 230 students, public schools are over 
twice as large, with more than 500 students.  Similarly, public school classrooms average 
24 students, while private schools have an average class size of 20 students.   
 
•  Private school parents are more likely to report that teachers “always” show them 
respect.  Private school students are less likely to report that the rules for behavior in their 
school are strict.  Only 15% of students in private schools hold this opinion, compared to 
93% of their public school counterparts.  Similarly, students in private schools report far 
(but not significantly) less frequently that their teachers put them down.   
 
•  More private school students attend a school that has a student population that, 
according to parents, is composed of less than 10% minority students.  More public 
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school students attend schools that are over 90% minority.  Among students, there were 
negligible differences between public and private school attendees in behavioral 
measures of racial integration—whether they eat lunch or are friends with youth of 
different races.  When these same comparisons are made for African-Americans only, 
fewer private school students attended a school that has a student body that is over 90% 
minority.  More African-American private school students attend schools that range from 
“less than 10%” to “50% to 90%” minority.  None of these differences for African-
Americans only, however, are statistically significant.  More Black students in private 
schools report eating lunch with students of other races. They also have more friends who 
are of a different race.  Again, these differences are not statistically significant. 
 
•  While private school parents and students report that their schools assign slightly 
more homework than do public schools, the differences do not achieve statistical 
significance. 
 
•  Public and private school parents display essentially no differences in the number 
of parent-teacher conferences attended, the frequency of volunteering in the school, and 
communication with other parents whose children attend the same school.  Private school 
parents report a higher frequency of communicating with teachers by telephone.  Private 
school students are more likely to report that their parents are well informed about their 
schools, but slightly less likely to report that they talk to their parents about school 
regularly (differences not significant).  Private and public school parents are equally 
likely to know their children’s friends.   
 
•  A slightly smaller percentage of private school parents choose the statement “a 
school works better when a family pays tuition” over “a school works better when all the 
costs are paid for by taxes.”  The difference is not statistically significant. 
 
•  Although more private school students will enroll in the same school next year 
(82% to 72%), this difference is not statistically significant.  The difference between the 
public and private sectors is largely explained by the fact that when asked why their child 
will not return to the same school, more public school parents report that this is because 
she is graduating from her school.  This is almost certainly due to the fact that middle 
schools are much less common in the private than in the public sector.  Roughly 5% of 
private school parents report that their child will not re-enroll because their child’s school 
is too expensive, compared to essentially no public school parents (a difference that is 
statistically significant).  A handful of public school students were asked not to return; no 
private school students were asked to find another school.  There are no significant 
differences in the suspension rates of private and public school students. 
 
•  Private school parents are more likely to report satisfaction with the location of 
their child’s school.  There is essentially no difference in the length of time taken by 
private and public school students to get to school. 
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•  While more private school students report that they expect to continue their 
education beyond college, the 16 percentage-point difference is not statistically 
significant. 
 
•  There are no meaningful differences in the reported relations between peers in 
public and private schools.  Private and public school students are equally likely to report 
that students get along with each other and that other students make fun of them. 
 
•  Private school students attend religious services slightly more often, but 
participate in religious youth groups slightly less often.  They are also less likely to 
participate in scouting or play team sports.  None of these differences, however, reach 
statistical significance. 
 
•  There are no differences between public and private school students in their levels 
of political tolerance or political knowledge. 
 
•  The demographic characteristics of those who used the scholarship offered them 
(“takers”) with those who did not (“decliners”) differ in some but not all respects.  An 
equal percentage of taker and decliner children have learning disabilities (13%).  Mothers 
of students who used the scholarships are more likely to have a college degree and less 
likely to work full time.  They also attend religious services more frequently.  They are 
more likely to have lived in their current residence for two or more years. More of them 
are white; thus fewer are African-American and Hispanic.  A greater percentage are 
Catholic.  The household income of taker families is slightly higher than decliners.  (All 
of these differences are statistically significant.)  Mothers of taker and decliner students 
are equally likely to be “born-again” Christians.  They are also the same average age.  
The percentage of two-parent households is the same across the two groups. 
 
Tables 22 and 23 compare the effect of receiving the offer of a scholarship, rather than 
the effect of switching from public to private schools.   
 
•  Parents offered a scholarship were more likely to report that academic quality and 
religious considerations were the most important reason for choosing their school.  They 
were also less likely to report that location was the most important criterion, and fewer of 
them said that their child’s school was the “only choice” available.   
 
•  72% of parents offered a scholarship gained admission to their preferred school, 
contrasted with 61% of those who were not offered a scholarship.  A smaller percentage 
of parents who received an offer reported that they could not afford the cost of their 
preferred school, although the difference between those who did and did not receive an 
offer was only 4%.  Fewer parents who received an offer said that there was no space 
available at their preferred school. 
 
Tables 24 and 25 include scholarship takers only. 
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•  A majority—53%—of students using CSF scholarships attended Catholic schools.  
The second most common type of school was a non-denominational Christian school 
(20%).  8% of CSF users attended a school that is not religious in character.  The 
remainder attended schools sponsored by various faiths, including Baptist, Lutheran, and 
Jewish. 
 
•  40% of CSF takers pay between $1,000 and $2,000 in tuition, with 26% spending  
$500 to $1,000 and 25% between $2,000 and $4,000.  In total, 69% spend less than  
$2,000, and 94% spend less than $4,000.
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AN EVALUATION OF THE CHILDREN'S SCHOLARSHIP FUND 
 

Paul E. Peterson and David E. Campbell  

 

The mission of the Children’s Scholarship Fund (CSF) is “to maximize  

educational opportunity . . . by offering tuition assistance for needy families.”*   To that 

end, in 1999 CSF announced that it would award scholarships enabling low-income 

families across the United States to send their children in grades K-8 to the private school 

of their choice. The families of over 1.25 million children applied for scholarships; 

40,000 were awarded.  Because more families applied than could receive scholarships, 

recipients were chosen by lottery, enabling the research methodology of a randomized 

field trial to evaluate the program. 

The power of random assignment combined with the size and national scope of 

CSF offer researchers an unparalleled look at the effects of attending private schools on 

students’ experiences, as they and their parents perceive them.  The study builds on 

previous reports issued by Harvard University's  Program on Education Policy and 

Governance (PEPG), which used a similar methodology to evaluate CSF-related  

________________________ 

*The authors wish to thank the Children’s Scholarship Fund for their cooperation in this 
evaluation.  The telephone survey was conducted by Taylor Nelson Sofres Intersearch.  Special thanks are 
extended to Lisa Famularo for her hard work in assisting PEPG with  the survey.  Caroline Minter Hoxby 
and Jay Greene served as consultants to the evaluation.  Funding for this study has been provided by the 
Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation, the Milton and Rose D. Friedman Foundation, the Gordon and Laura 
Gund Foundation, and the John M. Olin Foundation.  Martin West provided research assistance.  The 
findings and interpretations reported in this paper are the sole responsibility of the authors and are not 
subject to the approval of the program operators or sources of financial support. 
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programs in three cities—the School Choice Scholarships Foundation program in New 

York City, the Washington Scholarship Fund program in Washington, D.C., and Parents 

Advancing Choice in Education in Dayton. Ohio.1   Now, it is possible to see whether the 

impacts of the CSF-related programs observed in these three cities are duplicated in the 

CSF program established for low-income families nationwide.  For the most part, the 

answer is yes; the results reported below resemble those observed in the earlier studies of 

the CSF-related programs in New York City, Washington, D. C. and Dayton. 

This national CSF evaluation is more limited than PEPG's evaluations of the CSF- 

related programs in these three cities, however.  In the three cities we were able to both 

interview families and administer tests of reading and math achievement.  In this national 

study it was not possible to obtain test-score data.2  But we can ascertain whether 

nationwide parental and student assessments resemble those in the three cities.  To the 

extent that they do, some readers may conclude that test-score results from the three cities 

have nationwide implications.  However, we cannot provide direct evidence on this point.   

The report proceeds as follows. First, we briefly review the results from the 

evaluations of the CSF programs in New York, Washington, D. C. and Dayton.  Next, we 

describe the design of the national CSF program as well as the methodology we use to 

evaluate the program.  We then report the effects of participating in the CSF program on 

both parents and students.  In addition to the quantitative results, we also include 

quotations from focus groups discussions that have been held with CSF applicants.  Their 

words provide illuminating details of how a program like CSF affects the educational 

opportunities and experiences of its participants.  Finally, we provide data on the kinds of 
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families who chose to use a scholarship, the criteria parents used when choosing schools,  

and the types of schools CSF recipients have chosen to attend.  

 

Previous Findings 

 After one-year of participation in the CSF programs in New York City, 

Washington, D.C., and Dayton, Ohio the average overall test score performance for 

African-American students who switched from public to private schools was 3.3 National 

Percentile Ranking points higher than the performance of those who remained in public 

schools.3  After two years, their performance was 6.3 points higher.  No gains or losses 

were found for students of other racial and/or ethnic groups (see Table 1).  These results 

are consistent with another evaluation of a CSF-funded scholarship program in Charlotte, 

North Carolina, where after one year students who switched from public to private 

schools in the predominantly African-American population showed a gain of 6 percentile 

points.4 

A difference of 6.3 points is moderately large, especially when it takes place over 

a short two-year time period. Private-schooling is not a magic bullet that transforms 

students over night. Elementary and secondary education is a long, painstaking process to 

which most people devote 13 years of their life.  To get a sense of the magnitude of a 6.3 

point difference in test scores, consider the much-discussed gap in test scores of blacks 

and whites. On average, past research has shown this gap to consist of approximately one 

standard deviation—a statistical term indicating that black students scoring in the upper 

third of their ethnic group perform at the same level as the average white student.5  If this 

gap could be eliminated, it has been shown, average black earnings would increase to 
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approximately 90 percent of white earnings.  For this reason, many people feel that 

closure of the test-score gap is one of the most important civil-rights objectives 

remaining.   

The 6.3 point gain in test scores for African-Americans after two years equals 

about one-third of a standard deviation, or one-third of the test-score gap. If the 

remaining two-thirds could be closed in subsequent years of elementary and secondary 

schooling, the social impact would be of great significance. 

Another way of thinking about the observed impact of the CSF programs is to 

consider the recent evaluation of a class size reduction in Tennessee from 24 to 16 

students, an intervention which if implemented nationwide would increase the cost of 

schooling by approximately 33 percent.  African-American students in smaller classes 

gained 4.9 NPR points, or nearly as much as was obtained from the CSF scholarship 

programs, suggesting that such a policy would also reduce the test-score gap.6  However, 

the benefit-cost ratio for the CSF intervention was much larger than the Tennessee class-

size intervention, which would cost hundreds of billions of dollars to introduce 

nationally.   

As another point of comparison, the RAND study of Improving School 

Achievement reports what are said to be  “remarkable” one-year gains in some states that 

have rigorous statewide testing programs (e.g., Texas and North Carolina) that are “as 

much as 0.06 to 0.07 standard deviation[s] per year,” or 0.12 to 0.14 standard deviations 

over two years.  Some have disputed this finding, but should it be correct the gain would 

indeed be remarkable, as testing programs do not involve major new expenditures in the 

same way the class-size reductions do.  However, the impact of the CSF scholarship 
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programs on the test scores of African-American students was over twice as large as 

those the RAND study reports. 

 Not only did the CSF scholarship program enhance the test-score performance of 

African-American students in New York, D. C., and Dayton, but both parents and 

students report that their school experiences were greatly improved in other ways as well. 

Parents whose children have moved from public to private schools report much higher 

levels of satisfaction than parents whose children remained in public schools.  This 

includes measures of overall satisfaction (like the grade given to the school), as well as 

more specific items that inquire about school safety, discipline, academic rigor, the 

values taught by the school, and location.  Also, parents of students in private schools are 

less likely than public-school parents to report that an array of problems are “serious” at 

their child’s school, including fighting, cheating, and stealing.  And according to parental 

estimates, private schools also have smaller student populations and smaller class sizes.  

They also assign more homework than public schools. Public schools, however, generally 

have more facilities and programs than schools in the private sector. 

 In these three cities, parents most frequently identified academic quality as the 

primary reason for choosing a particular school for their child.  Other considerations were 

important for some, including the religious instruction offered by a school and whether 

the school seems safe, but none is cited as consistently as academic quality. 

 At the time that the lottery was held, students who used the scholarship did not 

score higher on standardized tests than students who did make use of the scholarship.  

The one exception to this pattern was older students (entering grades 6 through 8) in the 

District of Columbia; scholarship students had higher scores than those who declined the 
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scholarship.  Families who made use of scholarships in these three cities were only 

modestly more advantaged than those who decline a scholarship when it is offered.  Their 

incomes were generally a little higher (except in Dayton, where they were a little lower). 

The percentage of mothers with a college education was also a little higher, and 

scholarship families were less likely to be welfare dependent.  

 

CSF Program Details 

The eligibility for CSF scholarships is straightforward.  First, applicant families 

had to have at least one child in grades K-8 (although because of the difficulty in 

comparing kindergarten to grade school, our evaluation only includes families with 

children in grades 1-8).  Second, families had to be of low to moderate income. The 

scholarship amounts were determined on a sliding income scale—the lower a family’s 

income, the higher the amount of the scholarship.  For example, a family of four with a 

household income of $16,450 (the federally-determined poverty line) could receive a 

scholarship covering up to 75% tuition at the private school of their choice.  With an 

income of $44,415 (270% of the poverty line), that same family would receive a 

scholarship to cover 25% of tuition.  An income of $30,433 would allow the family to 

receive 50% of tuition.  If a family won the lottery, all of their children were awarded a 

scholarship.  Scholarships were awarded in April 1999, to be used for the upcoming 

school year.  Our survey was administered in June-August 2000, at the conclusion of that 

first school year. 
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Research Design 

 While there have been other evaluations of scholarship programs, these have been 

restricted to individual cities.  In each case, an open question remains whether the 

findings are idiosyncratic to those particular communities.  CSF is the first national 

scholarship program; the findings reported here are not an artifact of the educational 

context of a given city and may be presumed to have national implications.7 

Data Collection 

 A sample of all families who applied for a CSF scholarship was surveyed in the 

summer of 2000 by telephone. Those surveyed included both those families offered a 

scholarship and those who were not.  In other words, the evaluation took the form of a 

randomized field trial, with one group, called the "treatment group," receiving a 

scholarship offer, while the other group, the "control group,” was not offered a 

scholarship.  Since the two groups were created by a random process, they can be 

expected to be similar, on average, in all respects except for the offer of the scholarship.8 

 Applicants were surveyed at the conclusion of the first school year in which 

recipients were able to use their scholarships. The sample was randomly drawn from the 

master list of CSF applicants.9 In addition to interviews with parents, students in grades 4 

through 8 were also interviewed (with their parents’ permission).  A total of 2,368 adults 

participated in the survey: 464 who were offered and used a scholarship, 1,116 who were 

offered and declined a scholarship, and 788 who were not offered a scholarship.  Eight 

hundred and seventy-two children were surveyed: 177 whose families were offered and 

used a scholarship, 411 whose families were offered and declined a scholarship, and 282 

whose families were not offered a scholarship.  
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The parent survey was administered to “the parent or caretaker” of the child or 

children in the home.  The response rate to the telephone survey was  46 percent, 

comparable to response rates of other national telephone surveys and relatively high for a 

low-income (and thus transient) population like the one being evaluated here.  Response 

rates were almost identical for treatment and control groups.10  Despite random 

assignment to the treatment and control groups and the similar response rates from the 

two groups, there are small differences in the racial composition, education levels, and 

religious affiliation of the two groups.  All results are weighted to adjust for differences 

in the demographic characteristics of the two groups.11   Because these differences were 

small, the weights have only a minimal effect on the results. 

To facilitate comparisons, parents were asked about the experiences of only one 

of their children in grades 1-8.  If the family had more than one child in this age cohort, 

they were asked to report on the child who was next to have a birthday (a technique that 

maintains randomization and comparability).  The next-birthday children were also the 

ones interviewed, if they were in grades 4 through 8.   

Parents were asked a variety of questions about their level of satisfaction with 

their child’s school, the experiences their child had at school, and the experiences the 

parent had with the school’s administrators and teachers.  Other questions inquired about 

school facilities, plans for the following year, and the reasons for any changes in school 

attendance plans.  Parents were also asked about their involvement with their child’s 

school and their interaction with other parents whose children attend the school.  In a 

shorter survey, students were asked some questions resembling those asked of parents.  In 

addition, students were asked about their educational expectations, peer group relations, 
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and extra-curricular activities.  Finally, students were also asked a battery of questions 

designed to gauge their training as citizens, including inquiries into the extent of their 

political knowledge and tolerance.  

 

Data Analysis 

If everyone who was offered a scholarship used it, our analysis could simply 

compare those who were offered one with those who were not.  However, only 29 

percent of the lottery winners used the scholarship.  This complicates our evaluation.  If 

we were to simply compare these two groups, we would be comparing a "treatment" 

group in which 71 percent of the membership had not been "treated," producing 

misleading results.  However, we cannot simply compare those who actually used the 

scholarship with the control group, who shall be called the "takers", because the takers 

differed from the decliners in important respects.  

This type of problem is not unique to evaluations of scholarship programs.  

Medical researchers evaluating a new drug have the same type of concern, namely how to 

deal with the fact that not everyone who is offered a medication in a drug trial will take it 

as prescribed—or take it at all.  To solve the problem, we thus followed the same 

procedure used by medical researchers, an instrumental variable analysis that obtains 

unbiased estimates by employing a two-stage regression model.  In the first stage of the 

model, we predicted the probability with which the student attends a private school based 

upon whether or not she was offered a voucher. With these predicted values included in 

the second-stage equation, one can recover unbiased estimates of the impact of switching 

from a public to a private school.12  While this two-stage technique was first used in 
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medical research, whenever possible, it has become standard practice in econometric 

studies of social interventions.13 

Some effects that we report are quite large but not statistically significant. When 

only 29 percent of the families use a scholarship, the research technique employed here, 

even though it provides unbiased estimates, cannot ascertain whether they might have 

occurred by chance unless the sample size is considerable and/or the effects are 

substantively large. In the case of student reports many large effects are not statistically 

significant because we have many fewer students than parents participating in the survey.  

(As mentioned above, children in grades 1 to 3 were not surveyed.)  

In addition to the statistical results reported for each item on the questionnaire, 

this report also incorporates verbatim comments made by parents who have applied for 

CSF scholarships. 14   The comments were made during separate, recorded focus-group 

conversations with three groups—families who were offered and used CSF scholarships, 

those who were offered and did not use a scholarship, and those who were not offered a 

scholarship.  The focus-group sessions were conducted by PEPG senior staff members in 

Dayton, Ohio and Washington, D.C. at the same time students in these cities were being 

tested on their academic performance.  From the assembled parents, roughly six to eight 

names were chosen randomly for participation in the focus groups, which lasted about a 

half-hour to forty-five minutes each.  Parents were not required to participate, although 

most who were asked did so.  Because anonymity was promised to those who took part, 

all identifying information—such as names of schools and children—have been removed 

from the statements quoted below.  Otherwise, quotations are excerpted exactly as 

spoken, complete with their uneven syntax and vernacular prose.  
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The excerpts from the focus-group conversations serve a different purpose than 

the statistical results we report.  They do not constitute a rigorous test of differences 

between the private and public school populations.  But they do provide texture and detail 

that helps to illuminate the brief responses to questions posed in telephone surveys, 

bringing to life the consequences of having a child attend one type of school rather than 

another.   

 

Impacts of CSF Program on Students and Families 

 The impact of the CSF program, as perceived by parents and students, is reported 

in tables 2–20.  Column 1 contains the responses of the families whose child attended a 

private school in the previous year. Column 2 displays the results for the control group, 

the public school families who had applied for a scholarship but who did not win the 

lottery and whose children remained in public school.  The third column reports the 

difference between columns 1 and 2, which tells us the impact of switching from a public 

to a private school.  To obtain unbiased estimates of this impact, the results were 

generated using two-stage regression models described above.  

Parental and Student Satisfaction 

Many economists think that customer satisfaction is the best measure of the 

quality of any product, public and private schools included.  Jay Greene has written that 

if education policy  

were almost any other policy realm or consumer issue we might consider the 
strong positive effect of school choice on parental satisfaction sufficient evidence 
to conclude that the program is beneficial to its participants.  If, for example, 
people report that they are happier with the maintenance of public parks we would 
usually consider this as sufficient proof that efforts to improve the parks have 
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succeeded.  We would not normally feel obliged to count the number of items of 
trash and repair problems to verify reports of satisfaction.15   

 

Most studies of scholarship programs for low-income minority families have found that 

families using scholarships are much more satisfied with their schooling than are families 

who remain in public schools.16  

Just as students receive a grade at school, parents were asked to give their child’s 

school a grade.  As reported in Table 2, 72 percent of private school parents gave their 

child’s school an A, compared to 16 percent of public school parents, an extraordinarily 

large difference of 55 percentage points.  The average grade given by private school 

parents was an A-, compared to a C+ for parents of children who remained in public 

schools. Students were less generous, however.  More private school than public school 

students gave their school an A (52 percent to 38 percent), but the difference is not 

statistically significant.  The average grade for both groups was a B. Fewer private school 

students reported that they “like school a lot,” though, again, the difference does not 

reach statistical significance.   

 Table 3 reports the percentage of parents who were “very satisfied” with four 

aspects of their child’s school: academic quality, safety, discipline, and teaching values.  

In each case, more private school than public school parents reported a high level of 

satisfaction. For example, 68 percent of private school parents are very satisfied with the 

academic quality of the school their child attends, compared to 23 percent of public 

school parents.  This finding was supported by focus-group conversations, where the 

academic rigor of private schools was often cited as a reason parents sought them out.  In 

the words of one mother:   
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   My first daughter, she finished 6th grade in the public school, and I saw that she 
had a lot of potential and that she would be better off in a private school.  This is  
her 2nd year in the private school and she is doing great.  And they have a lot of  
classes and the academics are much, much better than the public system and they  
have more opportunity to go to college and more expectations for their future.17   
 

When parents were asked about their satisfaction with safety at school, a similar 

51 percentage point gap between private and public school parents appeared—71percent 

and 20 percent for the two groups, respectively. Questions that probed satisfaction with 

discipline and teaching values generated similar patterns of response.   Fifty-eight percent 

of the private school parents were very satisfied with the discipline, and 69 percent were 

similarly satisfied with the teaching of values. For public-school parents, only 22 percent 

and 25 percent expressed similar levels of satisfaction with these two aspects of their 

child’s school, respectively.  These issues were often raised by parents in focus-group 

discussions.  Take, for example, the words of a mother who had applied for a CSF 

scholarship but had not received one.  In describing her child’s public school, she said: 

   [A] big problem at the school that my kids are in is discipline.  With too many 
kids comes a lot of problems with discipline which all falls back to classroom 
size.  My son came in late one day.  I took him to school.  He come in late.  The 
teacher was trying to teach.  I was speaking to the assistant.  Just about the 
number of people that are here, the kids stood up and congregated over to the coat 
room behind my son...and I’m like, what is going on?  Is he...is this a game? You 
know...what’s going on?  And I questioned him about it after school, why was 
everyone coming?  And he said that’s just what they do.  And I was like, there’s 
no way any learning is going on, if the teacher is teaching and a whole group of 
people are leaving to go do whatever it is they want to do.  That falls back into... 
policy, discipline policy with the school.18   

 
Many parents also expressed dismay that public schools do not emphasize values.  

Typical are the comments of this mother: 

   I feel that if they bring the prayer back in school and bring the religion back in 
then we won’t have all his gun shooting that we have, stabbing going on, all this 
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violence that we have going on among the students and teachers.  If they bring it 
back everybody will learn values. I really do feel that.19  

 
Some parents also make a link between values and discipline, as exemplified by this 

quotation from a focus group participant. 

   [K]ids nowadays seem like they don’t respect their teachers.  They think that it 
is a joke all the time and they don’t have a lot of discipline and with more 
discipline problems than there used to be when there was prayer in schools.  I 
think that it would bring a lot of values back.20  

 
In addition to inquiring about satisfaction levels, we asked parents whether they 

felt proud of their child’s school. Seventy percent of private school parents reported that 

they felt “very proud,” contrasted with 25 percent of public school parents.  More private 

school students also reported “students are proud” to attend their school (55 percent 

versus 35 percent), but the difference was not statistically significant. 

 

School Disruptions 
 
 In an effort to gauge the level of disruption students experience in private and 

public schools, parents were asked whether the following problems are "very serious", 

"somewhat serious", or "not serious" at their child’s school: fighting, cheating, stealing, 

gangs, racial conflict, guns, and drugs.21  Table 4 displays the percentage of parents 

reporting that each problem is either “very” or “somewhat” serious.  Far fewer private 

school parents ranked each problem as serious, with only drugs failing to reach statistical 

significance (recall that the age range of students is grades 1-8; drugs are likely to be a 

more serious problem for older students).  For example, while 47 percent of public school 

parents report that fighting is a problem, no private school parents do.22    
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Our focus group discussions underscored how parents see the disciplinary 

environment within private schools.  Consider the words of this mother, describing her 

child’s private school: 

It [discipline] is very strict.  The children they know right off from the very 
beginning that if you do something inappropriate you are out.  I mean out….they 
will put you out of the school.  I don’t know if cheating…it is a very serious 
offense, if you cheat on a test. Any type of vandalism is very 
serious….suspension, perhaps forever….you won’t be allowed back.  Fighting is 
just not allowed or any sassiness toward the teacher. It is just very strict so 
therefore….they don’t have that problem, not never ever, but it is very strict.  
There is no uniform but there is a dress code.  They allow your freedom of 
expression but there are certain things that you can not wear to school.  So they do 
try to discipline how you carry yourself as growing adults.23  

 
Even though this parent raises the possibility of expulsion as a disciplinary tool, we did 

not find a difference in the suspension or expulsion rates of private and public schools 

(see discussion below).   

 Another mother described the strict discipline within her son’s private school, 

comparing it to the public school her other son attends: 

At [name of private school] it is the same thing. They don’t tolerate 
disruptions in the class and he is only in kindergarten.  He gets out of line in 
the kindergarten and they will call or they will send a note home and his 
types of notes is a sad face but the teacher will put an explanation, like I said 
for the kindergarten.  I don’t know how it is above, but they do not tolerate 
any disruptions any misbehaviors, they address it quickly.  [Son’s name], 
who is at [name of public school], they have graffiti on the walls, but I have 
not been called too much for things happening in his school, but I don’t know 
how they discipline there but, there is graffiti and things on the walls.  I think 
that whoever…should clean it up or something like that. So in that respect I 
don’t think that discipline is as tight.24  

 
   When students were asked about their experience in school, a much higher 

percentage of public school students reported they “strongly agree” that “other students 

often disrupt class.”  As table 4 shows, 57 percent of public-school students reported that 



 21 

disruption is common, contrasted with 8 percent of private- school students.  This 49-

point gap is statistically significant.   

 Along similar lines, more public than private school students “strongly agree” that 

they “do not feel safe at school,” although the difference is not statistically significant.  

But while a greater proportion of private school parents report that cheating is not a 

problem in their children’s schools, more private school students “strongly agree” that 

“some teachers ignore cheating when they see it.”  Again, however, the gap is not 

statistically significant.  Private and public school students do not differ in the number of 

their friends they say “get in trouble with their teachers” (on average, both groups say one 

out of their four best friends does). 

 

School Facilities 
 

Nationwide, average private school tuition in 1993-94 was estimated at $3,116 

with students at Catholic schools (the type of school in which most CSF users enroll) 

paying an average of $2,178.  This is considerably less than public school expenditure per 

pupil, which was $7,305.25  (Admittedly, tuition does not necessarily represent the full 

cost of educating a child, but it is the best approximation we have of per-pupil 

expenditures in private schools). Private-school teacher salaries in that year were less 

than $22,000, as compared to an average of over $34,000 in the public sector.26   High-

prestige private schools, often affiliated with mainline Protestant churches, are a rarity.  

Sidwell Friends and St. Albans in the District of Columbia are prominent in the public’s 

mind, in part because President Clinton's daughter and Vice President Gore's children 

attended them.  But these well-appointed schools are the exception, not the norm. 
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 Consistent with this pattern, the higher levels of satisfaction with private schools 

does not appear to be due to the extensiveness of their programs and facilities.  Parents 

were asked whether their child’s school has a variety of material resources and programs: 

a nurse’s office, a cafeteria, special programs for advanced learners, special programs for 

students with learning problems, a guidance counselor, a music program, individual 

tutors, and an after-school program.  With only two exceptions—individual tutors and an 

after-school program—the public schools have superior facilities and programs.  The 

differences for the presence of a nurse’s office, a cafeteria, and special programs for 

students with learning problems all achieve statistical significance.  The private school 

advantage regarding individual tutors is also statistically significant. These data suggest 

that if the programs available in the school are a factor affecting parental satisfaction, 

then individual tutors are a wise investment on the part of the school. 

 The lack of facilities in private schools was a common concern raised by parents.  

Consistent with our survey information, this mother said she had been dissatisfied with 

the discipline at the public school but disappointed in the facilities of her child’s private 

school: 

   [T]he public school was violent and the children were disruptive and stuff so I 
decided to put him into private school.  The reason that I am not satisfied with the 
private school is because the school facilities.  It is a very small school. . . .They 
don’t have a gym, the don’t have a cafeteria, they don’t have a computer lab and 
things like that.  If he is going to go to a school that I have to pay for I want him 
to have the best.27  
 

 Conversely, we found parents who were very satisfied with the programs offered 

by the public schools their children attend. 

   They [child’s public school] have special activities for the kids before and after 
school.  They have computer labs.  I truly love that school but, because we are out 
of boundary he will not be able to attend next year.  And [child’s name], he 
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attends [name of a public school].  I am satisfied with that too.  They have before 
and after programs for him especially with art.  He is into art and the counselors 
and his art teacher and his regular teacher have recognized that and they have 
taken him to art museums presentations at the art museum.  They do a lot with 
what he has interest in.28   

 
 

Special Education 

 In the debate over school choice, one type of program—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.29  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.  With such a large sample of parents, we are able to 

analyze a subset of 314 who indicated that their child has a learning disability, to 

determine whether private schools meet the needs of learning-disabled children.  As 

displayed in the final row of Table 5, 73 percent of private school parents said that the 

school tends to the needs of their disabled child “very well,” compared to 30% of public 

school parents.  Because of the relatively low numbers involved in this analysis, this 43-

point gap does not reach statistical significance.  Thus, while the numbers suggest that, at 

least from the parents’ perspective, private schools actually do a better job of helping 

disabled students learn, a more cautious interpretation is simply that they appear to do no 

worse. 

 Comments made in our focus groups reinforce the inference that many parents are 

very pleased with how their private school assists their learning-disabled children. 
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   They [name of private school] got counselors here to help the children with 
slow disabilities.  They have groups...where they, she maybe comes in one or two  
times out of  the week and she sit with the children who have...reading 
comprehension problems and stuff like that...and...get a chance to really express 
themselves within a group so that help them come off when they get in a group of 
other kids in the classroom.30  

 
School and Class Size 
 
 One explanation for the high satisfaction levels of private school parents is that 

their children’s schools are smaller than public schools.  According to parents, the 

average size of a public school is 513 students, while the average size of the private 

school is 234 students (see Table 6).  Likewise, parents of private school students report 

that the average class size is about 4 students lower than in the public schools (20, as 

compared to 24 students).  Given the fact that private schools spend less per pupil, it is 

noteworthy that they can keep their classes small. 

 

Relationships with Teachers 
 
 In focus groups, we consistently found parents who were frustrated with the  

poor relationships they had with teachers and administrators in public schools.  For 

example, one parent described how the principal of her child’s public school reacted 

when she would make inquiries about the school: “The principal would treat you as if 

you have no reason asking me these questions because you have no need to know.”31  

Not surprisingly, then, we found a large gap between private and public school parents 

when they were asked whether teachers show them respect (see Table 7).  Ninety percent 

of private school parents said that teachers “always” show them respect, while 62 percent 

of public school parents said the same, a 28-point difference that is statistically 

significant. 
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 Students were also asked about their relationships with teachers.  While there was 

essentially no private-public difference when youth were asked to respond to the 

statement “most of my teachers really listen to what I have to say,” more public school 

students reported that they “often feel ‘put down’ by my teachers.”  This 24-point 

difference, however, does not reach the threshold of statistical significance.   

 One parent reported an experience that perhaps sheds some light on the 

relationship between teachers and students (and thus, by extension, parents) in public 

schools.   

   The principal there [in her child’s public school]….the teachers seem to have an 
attitude because of the neighborhood that the school is in.  They look at the 
children in that way.  I have had teachers say to my son when he was there… 
“Are you a [derogatory term]?” Just outrageous things they would say to the 
children and the principal never took any of this seriously.  We have had meetings 
and I have talked to the principal about it and she said, ‘I’ll deal with it’ but I 
don’t expect to see the teacher anymore.  Next day she is there and…  It is a very 
nonchalant attitude.  Everything is….I just don’t understand what their goal is in 
the school. I don’t get it.  And I have explained to the teacher that I am a single 
mother raising three children by myself. I work everyday and I just can’t take off 
and come and sit with them in school.  I know my children. I know that they are 
not hell-raisers.  They go to school.  They do what they are supposed to do but if 
there is a complaint I never hear it from any of the teachers.  They just have a ‘go 
to hell’ kind of attitude about teaching.32 

 

Rules 

 In a finding that seems counter-intuitive, far more public than private school 

students “agree” or “strongly agree” that the “rules for behavior at my school are strict.”  

The difference is no less than 78 points (93 percent versus 15 percent).  Recall that earlier 

evidence showed that private schools are more orderly than public schools (less fighting, 

cheating, etc. as reported by parents and fewer disruptions in class as reported by 

students).  This order is apparently not a function of strict behavioral rules.  Perhaps strict 



 26 

rules follow disorderly behavior.  And perhaps private schools have a culture of 

behavioral expectations that doesn’t encourage misbehavior in the first place. 

 Illuminating this finding from our surveys is an interesting anecdote from our 

focus groups.  This participant comments that the faculty of her cousin’s private school 

show a lot of concern for the school’s students, and contrasts his experiences in a public 

and a private school. 

   From what I see is going on with my cousin, he was getting suspended every 
other week at [name of public school] but now it is like the teacher talks to the 
Mom about him and she compliments him all the time so now he is excelling and 
is happy go lucky.  He don’t have to take any more pills.  It makes a difference 
when instead of always talking about how bad they are they can actually point out 
the good points and talk to the students one-on-one and encourage the students.  
You can tell the difference.33  

 

At least for this student, it did not seem to be the punitive enforcement of rules that 

improved his behavior.   

 

Racial Integration 
 
 One concern often raised is that expanding school choice will ultimately lead to 

increased ethnic and racial segregation in education.34  Recently, however, some 

researchers have found evidence that private schools are actually more, not less, racially 

integrated than public schools.35 To examine the consequences of CSF scholarships for 

the racial integration of its participating students, parents were asked the approximate 

percentage of students in their child’s school who belong to a racial or ethnic minority 

group.  Table 8 displays the results for all CSF applicants regardless of their own race.  

The results show that private schools are more likely to have a student with a student 

body of less than 10 percent minority students; they are also less likely to have more than 
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90 percent minority students.  In sum, when speaking of students in general, the private 

schools attended by CSF recipients are more—not less—racially integrated than public 

schools.  This is likely due to the fact that unlike their public counterparts, private schools 

do not draw their students from circumscribed geographic areas that for all intents and 

purposes are racially segregated. 

 No private-public differences were found when students were asked whether they 

eat lunch with students of other races, and when they reported how many of their four 

best friends are of a different race.   

 Perhaps the most interesting analysis of racial integration is not when all students 

are considered together, but rather when we focus on African-American students.  Table 

9 provides parallel results for African-Americans only.  Only 23 percent of the black 

parents with a child in private school were in a school that was over 90 percent minority, 

whereas 49 percent of black public-school parents had a child in a largely segregated 

school.  Although the difference was quite large, it is not statistically significant.   At the 

very least, there is little sign that the scholarship program is adding to the degree of 

segregation in school.  On the contrary, it seems to be reducing it.    

 The results for the questions asked of the students support this interpretation.  

More black private-school students report eating lunch with students of another race than 

black public-school students (71 percent to 58 percent).  They also report having twice as 

many best friends of a different race (2 of 4 friends versus 1 of 4).  Though these results 

do not clear the bar of statistical significance, they are nonetheless suggestive. 
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Homework, Classwork, and Television 
 

Both parents and students were asked about the amount and difficulty of the 

schoolwork students are assigned.  Do private schools assign more homework than public 

schools?  The answer is a qualified yes.  Table 10 shows that more parents of private 

school students report that their children do at least one hour of homework each night, 

although the difference is not substantial (38 percent versus 33 percent) and short of 

reaching statistical significance.  Similarly, 46 percent of private-school students say they 

spend at least an hour a night on homework, as compared to 32 percent of the public-

school students. The private-public gap is bigger for students than parents, but it is still 

not statistically significant. 

 In our focus groups, we found many parents who reported that their child’s 

homework load increased—both in quality and quantity—upon moving from a public to a 

private school.  Take, for example, the words of this mother: 

     Mother: My kids never even had homework in the public schools. 
 
     Moderator: So [name of parent] you’re saying no homework, public schools... 
 
     Mother: No, he didn’t even have a concept of how to come home every day and do 

homework 
 
    Moderator: But now...? 
 
     Mother: He has homework every day.  I look in his bag.  His teacher writes notes.  

They have a homework book where they have to write their homework in 
a book.  I have to sign the book every day.36 

 
 
Another parent describes how she was unprepared for the homework assigned to her first-

grader in a private school, and notes what she sees as a connection between homework 

and academic performance. 



 29 

    Last year my son was in the first grade and...I thought it was a lot of homework 
that he had to do.   He brought home...six pages...of homework at night and we 
have to do them and I thought what is this teacher doing?  And then, he had to do 
a book report every week at first grade.  I said, “First grade?”  But...I was 
confused at the beginning, but I look at it now, it really helped him because she 
was constantly giving him all this homework and this year, when he give me his 
homework to check, he might got one, maybe two difficulties he read fast....he 
knew it.  So it really helped him.  It really helped him a lot.37  

 
             More public school students report that they have difficulty with their 

schoolwork—more say “class work is hard to learn,” “I had trouble keeping up with the 

work,” and “I would do much better if I had more help.”  While none of the differences 

meet the appropriate threshold to be considered significant statistically, the consistency of 

the pattern is suggestive.   

 The same cannot be said for the impacts of the CSF program on children’s 

television viewing habits.  We asked students how often they watch television, given the 

assumption that more television means less time for homework and other pursuits.  No 

difference is observed when students are asked how much time they spend watching TV 

or videos or playing video games. 

 
Parental Involvement 
 
 Past research into the performance of private schools has suggested that parental 

involvement is an essential component of their institutional mission and operation.  

School choice proponents often claim that private schools, dependent on continuing 

parental support for their long-term financial survival, will make greater efforts to 

establish close connections with parents.  One parent with a unique perspective 

articulated what the research literature says about the difference in parental involvement 

between public and private schools.   
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   That [parental involvement] is the difference between the public school and the 
private school.  I teach in public school. Parent involvement. In private school, 
they say they want you out, they are there.  Public says they want you there, you 
might have some show up.  That is half the battle.  Get the parent involved, check 
the homework, sign this, sign that. Had parent teacher conference yesterday—one 
parent.  The parents just aren’t there.38  

 
 Our data provide only limited support for the claim that having one’s child attend 

a private school leads to greater involvement of parents, although we must stress that our 

survey was administered after only a single year of participation in CSF.  Voluntarism in 

particular is probably an ethic cultivated over time. Also, applicants to the CSF are 

already likely to be unusually involved in their children’s education, given that applying 

for the program is itself a mark of commitment.   

As displayed in Table 11, there are essentially no differences between private and 

public school parents when we consider the number of parent-teacher conferences they 

attended in the last year, their frequency of volunteering in the school, and how often 

they speak to other parents who have children in the same school.   

 In our focus groups, many private school parents expressed dissatisfaction, or at 

least ambivalence, about their school’s expectations for volunteering and fundraising.   

Consider the words of this mother: 

   I’m beginning to wonder about the private schools… I don’t think they ask you 
what type of things that you want to do. They basically send letters home and say 
this is what we do every year…this is what you are required to do.  They don’t 
give you an option like with the activity fee that they include in your 
tuition…[Child’s name] has only been there two years, and the first year it was 
like, you pay $200 at a certain time of the year and this is for some type of 
activity and every parent is required to pay this$200. OK, it was no problem 
because it was a fundraiser, but this year they took the $200 and broke it down 
and added it to your tuition every month.39  

  
We did find one measure of home-school communication that is significantly 

different between private and public school parents.  Private school parents report 
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speaking to their child’s teachers more frequently on the phone during the previous year 

(3 versus 2 times), a difference that could only have occurred by chance one time out of 

ten.  In support of the inference that private schools do a better job of facilitating 

communication between home and school, we found many parents who were upset at 

what they perceive as the non-responsiveness of public school faculty.  Typical are the 

words of this mother about her son’s public school: 

   [H]e would fight everyday.  He was coming home, “Mom, guess what? I got in 
a fight at lunchtime.” Everyday. And I told him, “If I hear you say that one more 
time I am going to ground you.  I don’t want to hear you say that anymore.  You 
need to stop fighting.”  But he never got in trouble.  The principal never called 
me.  The teacher never made contact with me.  Nothing.  To me, more or less, 
they just didn’t care.  They just let them do what they wanted.40   

 
In contrast, another private school parent described how a regular communication 

channel between parents and teachers allows her to monitor her child’s academic 

progress. 

   [T]here is a lot of communication especially on a weekly basis because they 
bring home their folders with all their work in it and it says, like my daughter at 
the middle school, it says, that she got three papers that has had a ‘D’ or an ‘F’ on 
it. So that I can come over and say, “Hey, how come we got a ‘D’ on this, or why 
wasn’t it finished or whatever.’  And then the ‘D,’ ‘F’ papers the parents have to 
sign.  So this way, you know, on a weekly basis and you have to sign their folder 
and send it back with them.  So on a weekly basis I am getting feedback as to 
what they did that week, how they did on it.  In the public schools I never saw 
that.41  

  
 While more private than public students report that their parents know “a lot” 

about their school (84 percent to 72 percent), more public school students report that they 

talk to their parents about school “almost every day” (67 percent of public school 

students compared to 61 percent of those in private schools).  Neither of these differences 

is statistically significant, however.  There is no observed difference in the number of 

friends each student’s parents know. 
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Attitudes Toward Paying Tuition 
 

Parents were asked “whether a school works better when a family pays tuition.”  

As shown in table 12, there is no difference between private and public school parents. 

Apparently, most of those who applied for a scholarship felt that something was to be 

gained from attending a private school, even if this meant paying a portion of the fare. 

Whether or not they won the lottery seems to have had little effect on their opinions one 

year later. 

 

Plans for Next Year 

 Some have wondered whether giving a family a choice of school increases the 

mobility rate among schools.  If so, it may decrease the stability of the educational 

experience. But as reported in Table 13,  there were no significant differences between 

mobility rates in private and public schools.  Eighty-two percent of private-school parents 

reported that their child definitely will return to the same school next year, as compared 

to 72 percent of public-school parents.  The difference is not statistically significant.   

Parents whose child will probably not return to the same school were asked the 

reason why; two reasons stand out as particularly interesting.  More public school parents 

reported that their children were graduating from their schools, a finding almost certainly 

due to the fact that middle schools are more common in the public than the private sector.  

Indeed, this difference probably explains most of the overall gap between private and 

public school return rates.  However, roughly 5 percent of private school parents report 

that their child will not re-enroll because their child’s school is too expensive, compared 
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to essentially no public school parents (a difference that is statistically significant). No 

private school students were asked to find another school, while a handful of public 

school students were.  This difference, however, is not statistically significant. 

 Private-school students were less likely to be suspended than public-school 

students.  As can be seen in Table 14, approximately 5 percent of private-school parents 

reported their child had been suspended, as compared to 12 percent of public-school 

parents. The difference is not statistically significant, however.  

A common obstacle to attending private schools is often thought to be 

transportation difficulties.  Many private schools have no buses, and rarely if ever do they 

have the extensive transportation system of the public schools, as noted in our focus 

groups by parents who were offered but declined a scholarship.  In one focus group 

session with parents who were offered but declined a CSF scholarship, a mother 

commented that “A lot of private schools don’t offer transportation,” and then went on to 

describe how her work schedule precluded her from picking her daughter up from school 

until late in the afternoon.  She told us that because she could not find a private school 

that provides transportation, she had to decline the scholarship.  In that same session, 

another mother echoed her comments by noting that she could only find two schools that 

“was too far, no transportation.  It was kind of a turn off.  So I just said I would leave him 

[in a public school].”42  Table 15 reports the percentage of parents who are “very 

satisfied” with the location of their child’s school.  It turns out that more private school 

parents express satisfaction with the location of their child’s school (50 percent to 31 

percent, a statistically significant difference).   
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This may mean that parents place more value on the neighborhood in which the 

school is located than the distance from home to school.  Suggestive evidence for this 

interpretation is provided by the fact that there is no difference in the length of time it 

takes private and public school students to travel to school each morning.  In both groups, 

about half get from home to school in ten minutes or less (Table 15). 

 

Student Results 

 To this point, data on students have been reported only when they help elaborate 

information provided primarily by parents.  In this section of the report, we turn our 

attention to questions that were asked exclusively of students.  Unfortunately, because of 

the relatively small size of the student sample, none of the differences discussed in this 

section clear the bar of statistical significance.  But because many of the effects are quite 

large and potentially important, they are reported as topics for further research.  

 

Educational Expectations 
 
 Students tend to have high expectations as to how long they will remain in school. 

Most students in elementary school and junior high expect to graduate from high school 

and finish college. Still, if students expect to remain in school beyond college it may 

indicate that they expect to obtain much out of their educational experience. Table 16 

displays the difference in educational expectations between private and public school 

students.  Forty-five percent of those attending private school anticipate finishing college 

and pursuing their educational studies further, while only 28 percent of public-school 

students have the same expectations. 
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Peer Group Relations 
 
 Past research into school choice programs has suggested that students might have 

a difficult time adjusting to a private school after having attended a public school.  In 

D.C., for example, older students reported various adjustment problems.43  To ascertain 

whether this was happening nationwide, youth were asked how well the students in their 

school get along with each other.  In addition to this question about students in general, 

we also asked students whether others “make fun” of them in particular.  As reported in 

Table 17, we found no differences between private and public school students for either 

of these measures.  In other words, we find no evidence that students who move from 

public to private schools suffer adverse consequences in their peer group relations.  

 

Student Activities 
 
 Previous research has found that scholarship programs can boost students’ 

religious service attendance. As reported in Table 18, our data also indicate  that the CSF 

program also increased the frequency of church attendance, though the difference is only 

6 percentage points (55 percent versus 49 percent).  Paradoxically, private school 

students report a lower frequency of participation in religious youth groups.  For this 

measure, the gap is 7 points (33 percent compared to 40 percent). 

 The lower participation of private school students in religious groups is mirrored 

for other types of activities.  Private school students are less likely to be involved in both 

scouting (Cub Scouts, Brownies) and team sports.  In both cases, the differences are 
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around 10 percentage points, though for neither measure does the private-public gap 

achieve statistical significance. 

 

Political Tolerance and Knowledge 

 A major concern of critics of increased school choice involves its potential impact 

on civil society.  Even if students learn to read, write, and calculate more effectively by 

means of a scholarship program, these gains will be more than offset, it is argued, by the 

polarization and balkanization of our society that necessarily accompany greater parental 

choice in education.  In the words of commentator Michael Kelley, "public money is 

shared money, and it is to be used for the furtherance of shared values, in the interests of 

e pluribus unum.  Charter schools and their like . . . take from the pluribus to destroy the 

unum."44  Amy Gutmann, the Princeton political theorist, makes much the same 

argument, if in less colorful prose: "Public, not private, schooling is . . . the primary 

means by which citizens can morally educate future citizens."45 

 Given the concern that private schools serve to fragment America’s sense of civic 

community, students were asked three questions modeled on a battery of items social 

scientists have long used to gauge political tolerance: 

 1.  Some people have views that you oppose very strongly.  Do you think these 
people should be able to come to your school and give a speech?  Yes, no, or 
maybe. 

                  
 2.  Should these people be allowed to live in your neighborhood?  Yes, no, or maybe. 
 

3. Should these people be allowed to run for president? Yes, no, or maybe.  

As reported in Table 19, there is no consistent difference between private and public 

school students in their levels of political tolerance.  On one measure—whether people 
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with views you oppose should be able to live in your neighborhood—the private school 

students appear to display more tolerance, as 73 percent agree with the statement 

compared with 60 percent of public school students. When all of these questions are 

combined in an index, as is typical with measures like these, there is essentially no 

difference between private and public school students. 

 In addition to political tolerance, many political scientists are equally concerned 

with levels of political knowledge as an indicator of good citizenship.  To examine 

whether there is a difference between private and public school students in how much 

they know about politics, the survey asked two questions: 

 1. Who is the Vice-President of the United States right now? Is it George Bush, Al  
 Gore, John McCain, Bill Bradley or don’t you know? 

 
2.  Who was the president of the United States during the Civil War? Was it Thomas 
Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt, George Washington or don’t you 
know?46 

 
Admittedly, the second question is really a test of a student’s historical knowledge.  

Including them both means that we can gauge two different ways of learning about 

politics—current events and history.  These are also the only measures in the study that 

are cognitive in any sense. 

 As shown in Table 20, we find that private school students score better on both 

questions.  While 63 percent of private school students know the name of the Vice-

President, only 48 percent of public school students do.  Similarly, 60 percent of students 

in private schools know that Abraham Lincoln was the president during the Civil War, 

contrasted with 26 percent of students in public schools.  An additive index of the two 

items also shows the private school advantage in political knowledge.  
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 In sum, these data may indicate that attending private school for one year does not 

result in a lower degree of political tolerance for students, and may lead to greater 

political knowledge. 

 

The Selection Process 

An important issue in the school-choice debate concerns the composition of those 

who would leave public schools if scholarships to attend private schools were made 

generally available.  Critics of school choice have argued that choice programs would not 

offer low-income families a viable choice of schools.  In the words of educational 

sociologist Amy Wells, “White and higher-SES [socioeconomic status] families will no 

doubt be in a position to take greater advantage of the educational market.”47  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."48  But evaluations of a 

New York City scholarship program, as well as the evaluation of similar programs in 

Cleveland and San Antonio, indicated that those who made use of a scholarship did not 

differ sharply from those who were offered a scholarship but did not use it.49 

 

Student and Family Characteristics 

The data collected in this evaluation are uniquely suited to address whether there 

are systematic differences between families who did and did not make use of a 

scholarship when one was offered to them.  For this portion of the report, we limit our 
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analysis to families who were offered a scholarship.  Table 21 thus compares two groups 

we label the “takers”—families who used the scholarship—and “decliners”—families 

who did not.  Because the instrumental variable technique employed in Tables 1-20 is not 

necessary here, smaller differences between the two groups are statistically significant. 

We find that there is no difference whatsoever in the percentage of takers and 

decliners whose children have learning disabilities.  This is a particularly interesting 

finding given that we have suggestive evidence that private schools do a little better 

attending to the needs of children who have learning disabilities.  Learning disabilities do 

not appear to keep kids out of private schools, and their parents seem at least as and 

probably more satisfied with how private schools accommodate the learning disability. 

 Table 21 also compares takes and decliners in terms of numerous other demographic 

characteristics.  For consistency’s sake and because past research suggests that mothers 

are the primary factor in a child’s academic performance, all demographic questions were 

asked about the mother.50  The mothers in taker families are slightly more likely to have a 

college degree and to attend church at least once a week, and are less likely to have a full 

time job outside of the home.  In each case the differences are not dramatic, but they do 

reach statistical significance.  For example, 29 percent of mothers in taker households 

have a college degree, compared to 22 percent in decliner households. 

 The average income of taker families is a little lower than decliner families, which is 

not surprising given that the precise amount of the scholarship offered to a family is 

based on a sliding income scale. 

 Mothers in taker households do not differ in age from decliner mothers, although 

they are more likely to have lived for two or more years at their current residence.  There 
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are also racial and ethnic differences between taker and decliner mothers.  More taker 

mothers are white, while fewer are African-American and Hispanic.  Significantly more 

parents are Catholic, but they are no more likely to be “born-again” Christian.  There are 

also equal percentages of two parent households across the two groups. 

 To summarize, there is a mixed verdict on the question of whether school choice, 

and CSF in particular, skims the cream of the educational crop from public schools, as is 

often alleged.  On the one hand, the percentage of students with learning disabilities does 

not differ between takers and decliners.  But on the other hand, the takers appear to come 

from more socially advantaged families than do the decliners. Mothers of takers are more 

likely to have a college degree.  They are also more likely to have residential stability and 

to identify themselves racially as white.  Takers are also more likely to attend church 

frequently and to be affiliated with the Catholic Church.   

 

School Selection 

 The school selection process involves both the family and the school.  Families 

have many different reasons for choosing a particular school for their child to attend.  At 

the same time, the cost of tuition and the number of spaces available at different schools 

vary widely.  Parental responses provide some insight into the way in which the two sides 

of this process interact to determine the school a child attends. 

Some critics of school choice have expressed the concern that under a choice 

system parents would choose schools for other than academic reasons. They argue that 

low-income families are more concerned about location, sports programs, or religious 

instruction than about academic quality per se.51  For example, the Carnegie Foundation 
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for the Advancement of Teaching has claimed that "when parents do select another 

school, academic concerns often are not central to the decision."52  Similarly, an 

American Federation of Teachers’ report on the Cleveland voucher program suggests that 

parents sought scholarships not because of "'failing' public schools" but "for religious 

reasons or because they already had a child attending the same school."53   Disputing these 

contentions, supporters of school choice claim that low-income parents, like other 

parents, place the highest priority on the educational quality of the school. 

To examine the question of how CSF affected the reasons parents chose the 

schools their children are attending, we change our analytical strategy slightly.  Here we 

are interested in knowing the effect of a scholarship offer on the criteria parents use to 

choose their children’s schools, whether they went private or not.  Instead of a two-stage 

model, therefore, we use ordinary least squares regression with the scholarship offer as 

the only independent variable.  Because of the change in analytical technique, smaller 

differences are statistically significant. Table 22 displays the results when parents were 

asked to list the most important reason for choosing their child’s current school.  Parents 

offered a scholarship were more likely to report two reasons: academic quality and 

religious considerations.  Thirty-seven percent of parents offered a scholarship named 

academic quality as the primary criterion for choosing their child’s school, compared to 

30 percent of parents who were not offered a scholarship.  This difference is statistically 

significant, as is the difference between the 10 percent of parents offered a scholarship 

who cited religion as the most important reason for selecting the school their child attends 

and the 4 percent of parents not offered a scholarship who gave the same response.  Thus, 

while it is true that some parents choose the schools their children will attend on the basis 
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of religion, it is also true that many more cite academic concerns as their primary 

concern. 

Not surprisingly, parents offered a scholarship were far less likely to report that 

location was the most important reason for choosing the school their child attends (23 

percent versus 31 percent).  They were also less likely to report that their child’s current 

school was the “only choice available.”  The groups did not differ in the percentages who 

cite discipline, safety, and “other” (unspecified) reasons. 

Table 23 continues the analysis begun with Table 22 by reporting the effect of a 

scholarship offer on admittance into a family’s preferred school.  We find that 72 percent 

of families who received an offer were able to enroll their children in the school they 

wanted, compared to 61 percent of families who did not receive an offer.  This difference, 

though not as large as some might expect, is nonetheless statistically significant. 

We then asked those parents whose children were not admitted into their preferred 

school the reason why.  The most commonly cited reason was cost. Sixteen percent of 

“no offer” families54 could not afford the cost of the school, compared to 13 percent of 

“offer” families.  In other words, even though CSF scholarships only cover a maximum 

of 75 percent of tuition and were offered to a low-to-moderate income population, only 

13 percent of families offered a scholarship were unable to afford the school of their 

choice. 

One concern about school choice programs raised by both critics and advocates is 

the limited supply of openings in private schools.  Our data show, however, that only 3 

percent of families offered a scholarship report that their child was not admitted into their 

preferred school because there was “no more space available at the school.”  Indeed, a 
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greater percentage of families who did not receive an offer (6 percent) cite lack of space 

as a reason for non-admittance (perhaps a reflection of limited space in magnet or charter 

public schools). 

Another concern raised by critics of school choice is that private schools will use 

admissions tests to screen out “undesirable” students.  However, we have found that less 

than one percent of families offered a scholarship list an admissions test as the reason 

their child was not admitted into the school they prefer.  The percentage is essentially the 

same (actually one tenth of a percentage point higher) among families who did not 

receive an offer.  Such a slight difference is not statistically significant. 

Families who did and did not receive an offer did not differ in their frequency of 

citing transportation problems and family mobility as reasons for non-admittance.  Not 

surprisingly, more families who were not offered a scholarship reported that their child 

“had to attend the neighborhood school.” 

 

Religious Affiliation and Tuition 

Our report concludes by examining the types of schools in which CSF recipients 

enroll, and how much they pay in tuition.  As reported in Table 24, over half are in 

Catholic schools, with another 20 percent in non-denominational Christian schools, 7 

percent in Baptist schools, 3 percent in Lutheran schools, and 1 percent in Jewish 

schools.  All in all, only 8 percent of CSF students enrolled in non-religious private 

schools (another 9 percent are in schools classified as “other”). 

Table 25 displays the range of tuition paid by CSF recipients (this is over and 

above the scholarship they received).  The modal category is $1,000 to $2,000, the 
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amount paid by 40 percent of scholarship recipients.  Twenty-six percent paid between 

$500 and $1,000, while twenty-five percent paid between $2,000 and $4,000.  Only 6 

percent paid over $4,000 and 3 percent under $500. 

 

Conclusion 

This evaluation is the first of a large-scale national scholarship program enabling 

low-income parents to send their children to the private school of their choice.  Because 

scholarships were awarded by lottery, PEPG was able to employ the methodology of a 

randomized field trial.  Unlike observational studies, therefore, we are able to attribute 

any observed differences between the public and private school populations to the effect 

of switching from the former to the latter.  The same methodology has been used to 

evaluate scholarship programs in individual cities.  Questionnaires administered for those 

evaluations are substantively similar to the one used in this study.  However, because 

those studies were conducted in only three potentially unrepresentative cities, questions 

have lingered about whether their results can be generalized to the nation as a whole.   

It appears that they can.  Our telephone survey administered to a probability 

sample drawn from a master list of CSF applicants has produced results that parallel 

those from studies conducted in New York City, Washington, D.C., and Dayton, Ohio.  

Parents of children in private schools are very satisfied with their new schools, both 

generally and in regards to specific aspects of a child’s educational environment—

academic rigor, discipline, safety, and the values taught by the school.  They are also less 

likely to encounter problems like cheating, stealing, fighting, and gangs in their child’s 

school.  Both the sizes of the school and the average class are smaller, and teachers are 
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more likely to show parents respect. Students in private schools report far fewer 

disruptions caused by other students. On the other hand, private schools lack the facilities 

and programs of most public schools (with the notable exception of individual tutors for 

students, a resource private schools are more likely to have).  And while, by some 

demographic measures, families using CSF scholarships are advantaged over those who 

choose not to use them, there is no evidence that private schools are turning away 

“problem” students. 

 In sum, we can conclude that the Children’s Scholarship Fund has had a measurably 

positive effect on the educational experiences of its recipients.  Parents who have 

exercised choice over their children’s schools report high levels of satisfaction with the 

schools they have chosen.  And based on test score data collected in previous evaluations, 

it is plausible to speculate that the educational improvements cited by CSF parents will 

lead to improved academic performance—and thus improved prospects for the future 

success—of their children. 

                                                 
1 The School Choice Scholarships Foundation (SCSF) program was established in New 

York City prior to the establishment of the CSF program, but, working with SCSF, CSF 

provided financial support facilitating its second-year evaluation.  Currently, CSF has 

administrative responsibility for the New York scholarship program.  The Washington 

Scholarship Fund and Parents Advancing Choice in Education in Dayton were also in 

operation prior to the establishment of the CSF program, but CSF has played a major role 

in sustaining their operations. 

 For results regarding the impact of the scholarship programs on student test scores 

across all three cities, see William G. Howell, Patrick J. Wolf, Paul E. Peterson, and 
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from the Evaluation of the New York School Choice Scholarships Program," Program on 

Education Policy and Governance, Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University, 

November, 1997; Paul E. Peterson, David Myers, and William G. Howell, "An 

Evaluation of the New York City School Choice Scholarships Program: The First Year," 

PEPG Report Number 98-12, October 1998; Paul E. Peterson, David E. Myers, William 

G. Howell, and Daniel P. Mayer, "The Effects of School Choice in New York City," in 

Susan B. Mayer and Paul E. Peterson, eds., Earning and Learning: How Schools Matter 

(Brookings, 1999), pp. 317-340;  Paul E. Peterson and David E. Campbell, eds., 

Charters, Vouchers, and Public Education (Washington, D.C.: Brookings, 2001);  David 
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Choice in New York City after Two Years: An Evaluation of the School Choice 

Scholarships Program,” PEPG Occasional Paper, September 2000; and Paul E. Peterson 

and William G. Howell, "Exploring Explanations for Ethnic Differences in Voucher 

Impacts on Student Test Scores," in Tom Loveless and John E. Chubb, Ending the Test-

Score Gap (Brookings, forthcoming).   

For additional reports from the evaluation of the WSF program in Washington, D. 

C., see  Paul E. Peterson, Jay P. Greene, William G. Howell, and William McCready, 
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"Initial Findings from an Evaluation of School Choice Programs in Washington, D. C. 

and Dayton, Ohio," PEPG Occasional Paper, October 24, 1998; and Patrick Wolf, 

William G. Howell and Paul E. Peterson, " School Choice in Washington, DC: An 

Evaluation after One Year," Paper prepared for the Conference on Charters, Vouchers 

and Public Education, sponsored by PEPG, March 2000. 

 For additional reports from the evaluation of Dayton, see William G. Howell and 

Paul E. Peterson, "School Choice in Dayton, Ohio: An Evaluation After One Year," 

Paper prepared for the Conference on Charters, Vouchers and Public Education, 

sponsored by PEPG, March 2000; and Paul E. Peterson, David Campbell and Martin 

West, "An Evaluation of the Dayton Voucher Program after Two Years" PEPG 

Occasional Paper, May 2000.   

All PEPG Occassional Papers and Reports cited above are available at 

http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/pepg/index.htm.  

2 This is because the enormous expense involved in testing thousands of students in 

scores of communities twice (once at the beginning of the school year, once at the end). 

3 Howell, Wolf, Peterson, and Campbell, “Test-Score Effects of School Vouchers.” 

4 Jay P. Greene, “School Choice in Charlotte,” Education Matters, Summer (volume 1, 

number 2) 2001. 

5 Christopher Jencks and Meridith Phillips, eds., The Black-White Test Score Gap 

(Washington, D. C.: Brookings, 1999). 

6 Alan Krueger, “Experimental Estimates of Education Production Functions.” Quarterly 

Journal of Economics, 114 (1999), 497-533.   
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7 However, the CSF program was not advertised equally in all parts of the country, 

scholarships were not available in proportionate numbers everywhere, and application 

rates were not uniform from all parts of the United States.  

8 No baseline data were collected for the national evaluation of CSF; however, baseline 

data were collected in the evaluations of the New York, D. C. and Dayton programs, and 

very few differences in baseline characteristics were statistically significant. 

9 The sampling procedure ensured that samples of test and control groups were similar for 
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10 In accordance with the recommendations of the American Association for Public 
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of Case Codes and Outcome Rates for Surveys.  Ann Arbor, Michigan: AAPOR.  

(This document is also available at http://www.aapor.org.) 
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Control: 47.0% 
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 49 

                                                                                                                                                 
For more information about the cooperation and contact rates, feel free to contact PEPG.
 
11 For a few demographic measures, there are slight differences between the treatment 

and control groups that reach or approach statistical significance.  These are education 

level, race, and religious affiliation (% Catholic).  Because the response rates for the 

treatment and control groups are very similar, it is unlikely that these differences are due 
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scholarship).  To account for these slight differences, we have employed standard post-
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composition of the treatment and control groups match.  An example best illustrates our 

method.   

41.7% of the treatment group report that the mother in the household has had 
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procedure for race and religious affiliation as well, and generate a final weight by 
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Note that use of these weights make no substantive difference for the estimates we 

generate.  See the Appendix for a table with all of the demographic comparisons between 

the treatment and control groups. 

12 Note that when we run our two-stage model with a host of standard control variables—

mother’s education, mother’s age, length of residence, whether the mother is employed 

fulltime, whether the mother was born in the United States, mother’s race, mother’s 
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Christian, frequency of religious service attendance, and family income—the results are 
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Table 1-- The Overall Impact in Three Cities of Switching to a 
Private School on Test Score Performances 

 
 

 Year 1 
(Percentiles) 

Year 2 
(Percentiles) 

   
African Americans   
Overall  3.3 6.3** 

Math 5.5* 6.2* 
Reading 1.3 6.3** 
   

All Other Ethnic Groups   
Overall  0.2 -1.0 

Math -0.2 -1.2 
Reading 0.4 -0.8 
   

    * = difference significant at p < 0.1, ** = significant at p < 0.05; two-tailed test. 
 
  Figures represent the average impact of switching to a private school on test scores 
in New York, Dayton, and D.C.. Averages are based upon effects observed in the 
three cities weighted by the inverse of the standard errors of the point estimates. For 
African Americans, the unweighted average effects after one year are 2.7 overall, 4.8 
in math, and 0.6 in reading; after two years, the unweighted average effect sizes are 
6.6 overall, 6.5 in math, and 6.8 in reading. 
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Table 2 – Parent and Student Grades for School 
 

 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
    

Parents who gave school 
an “A” 

71.5% 16.2% 55.3*** 

    
     Average grade parents  
     give their schoola 

A- 
(3.8) 

C+ 
(2.5) 

1.3*** 

    
(N)   2365 
    

Students who gave  
school an “A” 

51.6% 37.9% 13.7 

    
      Average grade students   
      give their school 

B 
(3.2) 

B 
(3.1) 

0.1 

    
     Students who "like  
     school a lot" 

   

 27.5% 43.2% -15.7 
(N)   868-871 

                             * = difference significant at p < 0.1,  ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 
                            *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
 
a   Average grade calculated using a standard GPA scale (A=4.0, B=3.0, 
C=2.0, D=1.0, F=0). 
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             Table 3 – Satisfaction with School 

 
 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
“Very satisfied" with:    

    
Academic Quality  67.7% 23.4% 44.3*** 
    
Safety 70.5 19.9 50.6*** 
    
Discipline 57.5 21.5 36.0*** 
    
Teaching Values 68.9 24.5 44.4*** 
    

Parents who feel “very 
proud” of child’s school  

   

 69.5% 24.5% 45.0*** 
(N)   2354-2366 
    
Students who strongly agree 
"students are proud” to 
attend their school 

55.0% 34.6% 19.4 

    
(N)   857 

          * = difference significant at p < 0.1,  ** =  significant at p < 0.05,  
*** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
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Table 4 – School Discipline 

 
 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Parents rating the following 
problem as “somewhat” or 
"very serious": 

   

    
Fighting 0% 47.3% -47.3*** 
    
Cheating 0 23.8 -23.8*** 
    
Stealing 1.3 33.1 -31.8*** 
    
Gangs  2.8 15.4 -12.6* 
    
Racial Conflict  2.7 21.7 -19.0** 
    
Guns  0 13.7 -13.7** 
    
Drugs 5.4 14.8 -9.4 

    
(N)   2086-2325 
    
Students who "strongly 
agree" with the following 
statements about their 
school: 

   

    
"Other students often disrupt 
class." 

7.8% 56.8% -49.0** 

    
"Some teachers ignore 
cheating when they see it." 

16.8 7.1 9.7 

    
"I do not feel safe at school" 0 17.3 -17.3 

    
Average number of 
student's four best friends 
who "get in trouble with 
their teachers" 

   

 1.00 1.04 0.04 
(N)   859-865 

                   * = difference significant at p < 0.1,  ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 
                      *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
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         Table 5 – School Facilities and Programs 
 

 Effect of Going Private 
 Private  Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Percents reporting the 
following resources at their 
child’s school:  

   

Nurse's Office 66.1% 88.9% -22.8*** 

Cafeteria 79.0 93.1 -14.1** 

Special programs for 
advanced learners  

58.7 70.9 -12.2 

Special programs for  
     students with learning     
     problems 

57.9 87.6 -29.7*** 

Guidance counselor  58.7 70.9 -12.2 

Music program  83.2 85.7 -2.5 

Individual tutors 78.4 48.6 29.8*** 

After-school program 84.4 71.5 12.9 

(N)   1991-2352 
    
Of parents of students with 
learning disabilities: 

   

Child's school attends to 
his/her particular learning 
needs “very well” 

   

 73.0% 30.1% 42.9 
(N)   314 

                     * = difference significant at p < 0.1, ** =  significant at p < 0.05,  
                    *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
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Table 6 – Size of School and Class 
 

 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 

    
Average size of school (as 
reported by parents) a 

   

 234 513 -279*** 
Average class size (as 
reported by parents)b 

   

 19.5 23.6 -4.1*** 
    

(N)   1949 
* = difference significant at p < 0.1,   ** =  significant at p < 0.05,   

*** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
 
a Average size of school estimated with each category coded at its midpoint.  Responses 
in the largest category (over 600) were assigned a value of 675. 
b Average class size estimated with each category coded at its midpoint.  Responses in 
the highest category (over 40) were assigned a value of 43. 
 

          
Table 7 – Relationships with Teachers 

 
 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public  Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
    
Parents reporting teachers 
“always” show them respect  

90.0% 61.7% 28.3*** 

(N)   2330 
    
Students who “agree” or 
"strongly agree" with the 
following statements: 

   

    
"Most of my teachers really 
listen to what I have to say." 

79.8% 85.8% -6.0 

    
"In class, I often feel 'put 
down' by my teachers." 

3.3 27.6 -24.3 

    
"Rules for behavior at my        

school are strict." 
14.6 93.0 -78.4*** 

(N)   859-865 
                    * = difference significant at p < 0.1, ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 

             *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
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              Table 8 – Ethnic Integration  
                          (All Respondents) 

 
 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Students attending schools 
with the following 
percentage of minorities (as 
reported by parents): 

   

Under 10% 44.2% 23.1% 21.1** 

10% to 50% 27.4 17.6 9.8 

50% to 90% 14.1 25.6 -11.5 

Over 90% 14.5 33.8 -19.3* 

Total 100.0% 100.0%  
(N)   2268 
    
Students who report eating 
lunch with students of other 
races "all of the time" or 
"most of the time" 

60.7% 58.2% 2.5 

    
Average number of four best 
friends who are of a different 
race (as reported by 
students) 

1.15 1.26 .11 

    
(N)   822-859 

                         * = difference significant at p < 0.1,  ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 
                        *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
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                      Table 9 – Ethnic Integration 
                         (African-Americans Only) 

 
 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Students attending schools 
with the following 
percentage of minorities (as 
reported by parents): 

   

Under 10% 18.5% 16.6% 1.9 

10% to 50% 22.9 14.0 8.9 

50% to 90% 35.3 20.1 15.2 

Over 90% 23.3 49.3 -26.0 

Total 100.0% 100.0%  
(N)   1112 
    
Students who report eating 
lunch with students of other 
races "all of the time" or 
"most of the time" 

71.0% 57.7% 13.3 

    
Average number of four best 
friends who are of a different 
race (as reported by 
students) 

2.14 .94 1.20 

    
(N)   419-429 

                         * = difference significant at p < 0.1,  ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 
                        *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
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 Table 10 – Homework, Classwork, and Television 
 

 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Parents reporting child does 
"one to two hours" or more 
of homework each night:  

   

 38.6% 32.9% 5.7 
(N)   2345 

    
Students reporting they do 
"one to two hours" or more 
of homework each night 

   

 45.9% 32.2% 13.7 
Students who agree with the 
following statements about 
their work:  

   

    
“Class work is hard to learn” 5.8% 16.1% 10.3 
    
“I had trouble keeping up 
with the work” 

19.0 40.8 21.8 

    
“I would do much better if I 
had more help” 

40.4 52.0 -11.6 

    
Average hours each day 
spent watching TV or videos 
or playing video gamesa 

   

 2.4 2.5 -0.1 
(N)   863-868 

                   * = difference significant at p < 0.1, ** =  significant at p < 0.05,  
          *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 

 
aEstimated with each category coded at its midpoint.  Responses in the 
highest category (over 5) were assigned a value of 5.5. 
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             Table 11 – Parental Involvement 
 

 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public  Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 

Number of parent-teacher 
conferences attended in last 
year 

2.7 3.2 -.5 

    
Volunteered at least one hour 
in the child’s school in the 
past month 

49.1% 46.7% 2.4 

    
Talks with other parents of 
children in the same school 
“often” or “very often” 

67.7% 67.5% 0.2 

    
Number of times spoken 
with teacher on phone in the 
last year 

3.2 2.4 0.8* 

(N)   2352-2354 
    
Students reporting that:    

    
Their parents "know a lot" 
about their school 

83.8% 71.8% 12.0 

    
They talk to their parents 
about school  "almost every 
day" 

60.9 66.8 -5.9 

    
Average number of student's 
four best friends his or her 
parent knows 

   

 2.9 3.0 0.1 
(N)   860-865 

                           * = difference significant at p < 0.1,  ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 
                    *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
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Table 12 – Does Paying Tuition Make A School Work Better? 
 

 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
    
“School works better when a 
family pays tuition”a 

73.2% 74.4% -1.2 

    
(N)   1607 

                     * = difference significant at p < 0.1, ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 
*** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 

 
a The other choice was “a school works better when all the costs are 
paid for by taxes.” Note that 28% of respondents reported that they did 
not know the answer to this question. 
 
 
Table 13 – Returning to Same School Next Year 

 
 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Students who definitely will 
return to the same school 
next yeara 

81.9% 72.4% 9.5 

    
Reasons for not 
returning: 

   

    
“Graduating” 3.0 16.4 -13.4* 
    
“Quality of school is not  
acceptable” 

4.1 5.0 -0.9 

    
“School is too expensive” 4.9 0.7 4.2** 
    
“Child asked not to  
return” 

0 1.1 -1.1 

    
“Some other reason” 8.0 5.9 2.1 
(N)   2209 

          * = difference significant at p < 0.1,  ** =  significant at p < 0.05,  
*** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 

 
  a Columns do not sum to 100% because of statistical adjustment. 
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Table 14 – Suspension Rates 
 

 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
    
Students suspended (as 
reported by parents) 

5.1% 11.6% -6.5 

    
(N)   2358 

                     * = difference significant at p < 0.1, ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 
*** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 

 
       
Table 15 – School Location 

 
 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
    
Parents "very satisfied" 
with the location of their 
child's school 

49.5% 31.2% 18.3* 

    
Students who get from 
home to school each 
morning in ten minutes or 
less (as reported by parents) 

49.7% 51.4% -1.7 

    
(N)   2340-2356 

                      * = difference significant at p < 0.1,  ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 
*** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
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Table 16 – Educational Expectations 

 
 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
    
Students who expect to 
continue education past 
college 

44.5% 28.1% 16.4 

    
(N)   846 

                        * = difference significant at p < 0.1, ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 
             *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 

 
 
 

 
 
          Table 17 – Peer Group Relations 

 
 Effect of Going Private 

 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Students who “agree” or 
"strongly agree" that in 
their school: 

   

    
"Students get along well 
with others" 

59.0% 62.9% -3.9 

    
“Other students make fun 
of me” 

24.1 25.8 -1.7 

    
(N)   871 

                                * = difference significant at p < 0.1, ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 
                      *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
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                                   Table 18 – Student Activities 
 

 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Students who report doing 
the following activities “a 
lot”: 

   

    
"Attend church or religious 
services outside of school" 

54.7% 48.7% 6.0 

    
"Participate in church or 
religious youth groups" 

32.7 39.9 -7.2 

    
"Participate in scouting 
(Cub Scouts, Brownies)" 

4.3 14.7 -10.4 

    
"Play team sports (like 
Little League)" 

34.2 45.2 11.0 

     
(N)   867 

                            * = difference significant at p < 0.1,  ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 
                   *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 

 
 

    Table 19 – Political Tolerance  
 

 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Students who think those 
with opposing views should 
be allowed to: 

   

    
"Come to your school and 
give a speech" 

50.1% 49.1% 1.0 

    
"Live in your 
neighborhood" 

73.1 60.2 12.9 

    
"Run for president" 49.0 45.4 3.6 

    
Index of Political 
Tolerancea 

   

 1.8 1.6 0.2 
(N)   861 
* = difference significant at p < 0.1,     ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 

*** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
 

aThe index represents the additive score of the three tolerance items. 
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                                      Table 20 – Political  Knowledge 
 

 Effect of Going Private 
 Private Public Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Students answering 
correctly 

   

    
Name of Vice President 63.2% 48.4% 14.8 
    
Name of President during 
Civil War 

59.5 25.9 33.6 

    
Index of Political 
Knowledgea 

   

 0.93 0.74 0.19 
(N)   871 
* = difference significant at p < 0.1,   ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 

*** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
 

aThe index represents the additive score of the two knowledge items. 
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Table 21 - Demographic Characteristics 
 
 Takers Decliners Difference 
 (1) (2) (3) 
    
Students with learning disabilities 13.4% 13.4% 0 
   
Mothers who:   
  Have a college degree 29.4% 22.4% 7.0*** 

  Attend church at least once a week 74.2% 64.4% 9.8*** 

  Work full time 50.3% 59.6% -9.3*** 
    
Average household income $30,700 $33,000 -2,300** 
    
Mother's age 36.8  37.2 -0.4 
    

  Mother lived at current residence two 
years or more 

85.3% 79.4% 6.9*** 

   
Mother's Ethnicity:    
  Percent White 30.1% 24.8% 5.3*** 
  Percent African-American 38.0% 51.9% -13.9*** 

  Percent Hispanic 13.5% 17.4% -3.9* 
     
Two parent households 53.7% 51.8% 1.9 
   

  Mother's Religious Affiliation:   

Catholic 31.3% 24.1% 7.2*** 

“Born Again” Christian 38.2% 40.5% -2.3 
   
(N) 435-464 1035-1116  

 * = difference significant at p < 0.1, ** =  significant at p < 0.05, *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
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Table 22 – School Selection 
 

 Effect of Scholarship Offer 
 Offer No Offer Impact 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Single most important 
reason why parent chose 
school: 

   

    
Academic quality 36.5% 30.4% 6.1*** 
    
Location  23.1 30.5 -7.5*** 
    
Only choice 18.9 24.2 -5.3*** 
    
Religion  9.5 3.8 5.7*** 
    
Discipline  3.0 2.8 0.2 
    
Safety 3.3 3.3 0 
    
Other 5.7 5.0 0.7 

     Total 100.0% 100.0%  
     (N) 1574 786  

                                         * = difference significant at p < 0.1,   ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 
               *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
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Table 23 – Attending a Preferred School 

 
 Effect of Scholarship Offer 
 Offer No Offer Offer 
 (1) (2) (3) 
    
Gained admission to 
their preferred school  

71.7% 60.8 10.9*** 

   
Reasons why child did 
not gain admission to 
preferred school : 

  

Could not afford the 
cost of school 

12.5 16.3 -3.8*** 

Admissions test 0.7 0.8 -0.1 

No more space  
available at the   
school 

3.2 5.7 -2.5*** 

Had to attend  
neighborhood  
school 

3.8 6.5 -2.7*** 

Transportation  
problems 

2.1 2.6 -0.5 

Family moved away  
from school 

0.6 0.8 -0.2 

Other reason 5.3 6.4 -1.1 
Total 100.0% 100.0%  

(N) 1554-1557  769-772  
                            * = difference significant at p < 0.1,  ** =  significant at p < 0.05,  

                   *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
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Table 24 – Religious Affiliation of Recipients' Schools 
 

 Takers 
 (1) 
  
Catholic  52.8% 
  
Christian (non-denominational) 19.9 
  
Non-religious  7.9 
  
Baptist  6.5 
  
Lutheran  3.2 
  
Jewish  0.9 
  
“Other”  8.8 

Total 100.0% 
  
(N) 432 
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Table 25—Tuition Paida  
 

 Takers 
 (1) 
  
Less than $500 3.2% 
  
$500 to less than $1,000 25.5 
  
$ 1,000 to less than $2,000 39.8 
  
$2,000 to less than $4,000 25.2 
  
$4,000 or more 6.3 
  
Total 100.0% 
(N) 412 

  
a  The precise wording of the question is “How much each year does your family pay for your 
child’s school?  Less than $500; $500 to less than $1,000; $1,000 to less than $2,000; $2,000 to 
less than $4,000; or $4,000 or more?” 
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Appendix  
 

Table A: Demographic Comparisons Between Treatment and 
Control Groups 

 
 Control Treatment 
  (1)  (2) 
   
College degree (%) 21.7 24.4 

 
Some college (%) 45.3 41.7* 

 
Age 37.1 37.1 

 
Lived in current residence 2 or more years 80.7 81.1 

 
Two parent household 52.4 52.3 

 
Work full time (%) 57.6 56.9 

 
Born in USA (%) 82.0 82.5 

 
White (%) 
 
 

24.8 30.1*** 
 

Black (%)   
 

51.6 47.9* 
 

Hispanic (%) 17.2 16.3 
 

Married (%) 54.2 54.9 
 

Catholic (%) 23.4 
 

26.2 
 

Born again (%) 39.7 39.8 
 

Attend church once a week or more (%) 64.9 67.3 
 

Household Income 
  

31,900 32,400 
 

(N) 728-788 1470-1580 
               * = difference significant at p < 0.1,   ** =  significant at p < 0.05, 
                                   *** = significant at p < 0.01; two-tailed test. 
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 Test-Score Effects of School Vouchers
in Dayton, Ohio, New York City, and Washington, D. C.:

Evidence from Randomized Field Trials

(Executive Summary)

In the late 1990s, three privately-funded school voucher programs for students
from low-income families were established in the Dayton, Ohio metropolitan area, New
York City, and Washington, D. C.  The New York City program, sponsored by the
School Choice Scholarships Foundation (SCSF), was announced in the fall of 1996;
students receiving vouchers entered private schools in the fall of 1997.  Two additional
programs were created one year later, one in the Dayton metropolitan area, sponsored by
Parents Advancing Choice in Education (PACE), and one in D. C., sponsored by the
Washington Scholarship Fund (WSF).  WSF expanded a previously established program,
originally created in 1993. In 1999, the Children’s Scholarship Fund, a nationwide
school-choice scholarship program, provided additional support to these programs.

The main findings from two-year evaluations of the three programs are as
follows:

• In the three cities taken together, the average, overall test-score performance of
African American students who switched from public to private schools was, after
one year, 3.3 NPR points higher, and, after two years, 6.3 NPR points higher than the
performance of the control group remaining in public schools. In each city, the
difference after two years was statistically significant.

• No statistically significant effects, either positive or negative, were observed for
students from other ethnic groups who switched from public to private schools.

• A difference of 6.3 NPR points in overall test performance is 0.33 standard
deviations, generally thought to be a moderately large effect.  Nationwide, differences
between black and white test scores are, on average, approximately one standard
deviation.  The school voucher intervention, after two years, erases, on average, about
one-third of that difference.  If the trend line observed over the first two years
continues in subsequent years, the black-white test gap could be eliminated in
subsequent years of education for black students who use a voucher to switch from
public to private school. But it remains to be seen whether the gains black students
experienced after two years continue to increase over time.

• By comparison, the effect of two years of participation by African Americans in a
class- size reduction randomized field trial in Tennessee, which reduced class size by
seven students, was to improve test scores by 4.9 NPR points, or approximately 0.21
standard deviations.  As another point of comparison, the RAND study of Improving
School Achievement reports what are said to be  “remarkable” one-year gains in some
states that have rigorous statewide testing programs (e. g., Texas and North Carolina)
that are “as much as 0.06 to 0.07 standard deviation[s] per year,” or 0.12 to 0.14
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standard deviations over two years.  The effects of vouchers after two years, as
observed here, are over twice as large.

• These results are from randomized field trials. Students’ initial abilities and family
background generally do not influence the results, because students were randomly
assigned to test and control groups. Furthermore, all results take into account initial
ability levels.

• 42 percent of the students participating in the second year of the evaluation in
New York City were African Americans. The percentages in Dayton and D.
C. were 74 percent and 94 percent, respectively. Hispanic students
participating in the second year of the evaluation constituted  51 percent of the
total in New York City, 2 percent in Dayton, and 4 percent in Washington, D.
C.  Finally, 5 percent of the students participating in the evaluation in New
York City were white.  The percentages of whites in Dayton and D. C. were
24 percent and 1 percent, respectively.  The remaining students came from a
variety of other ethnic backgrounds.

• Results for African Americans did not vary significantly by subject matter. Average
differences, as observed in the three cities together, between those attending private
schools and the control group in public school were 6.2 NPR points in math, and 6.3
percentile points in reading.

• Results varied somewhat by city. Overall test score performance after two years by
African American students switching to a private school, as compared to the control
group, was, on average, 4.3 NPR points higher in New York City, 6.5 points higher in
Dayton, Ohio, and 9.0 points higher in Washington, D. C.

• In D. C., older students switching to private schools had trouble adapting to
their school in the first year, but recovered lost ground and gained
substantially by the end of the second year.  After one year, older African
American students attending private schools trailed their public school peers
in overall test performance by 9.0 points. But by the end of two years, this
older group of African American students had combined test score
performances that were 8.1 percentile points higher than those of the control
group.

The vouchers could be used to attend any private school within the metropolitan
area that the family chose.  In Dayton, the vouchers could also be used to attend a public
school outside the school district, but the few students who made this choice were
excluded from the evaluation.

Over 20,000 students filled out initial applications for school vouchers in New
York City, over 7,500 applied in Washington, D. C., and over 3,000 applied in Dayton,
Ohio.  Because the demand exceeded the supply of vouchers available, vouchers in all
three cities were awarded by lotteries that gave each family an equal chance of winning a
voucher.
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The voucher programs offered lottery winners annual scholarships of up to $1,700
to help pay tuition at a private elementary school for at least four years.  Telephone
applications were received in the fall and winter of the year prior to the first year of the
voucher program.  In response to invitations sent by the program operators, applicants
attended verification sessions where eligibility was determined, students were given
baseline tests, older students filled out short questionnaires, and adult family members
completed longer questionnaires.  The lotteries were held in April or May prior to the
beginning of the next school year.  The data reported in this paper are taken from student
performances on tests administered at follow-up sessions one and two years after the
beginning of the program.

Since scholarships were awarded by means of a lottery in each city, the
evaluations of these three programs were all designed as randomized field trials, a
research method characteristically used in medical research to determine the effectiveness
of drugs or other interventions. When an evaluation takes the form of a randomized field
trial, the group receiving the offer of a school voucher is, on average, essentially identical
to the control group with which it is compared, the only difference between the two
groups being the luck of the lottery draw.  Any differences observed during the
randomized field trial, therefore, may be attributed to the school the child attended, not to
the child’s initial ability and family background characteristics, which generally do not
differ between the two groups.

Students included in the evaluation were entering grades 2-5 in New York City
and grades 2-8 in Washington D. C. and Dayton. Only those students who had previously
been attending public school were included in the evaluation.  Students were tested on the
Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS). Each student was given a National Percentile Ranking
(NPR) score in math and reading which may vary between 0 and 100.  Nationwide,
median student performance is 50.  Results are reported for math, reading, and a
combined score that is the average of the math and reading scores.

At this time the evaluation team is unable to explain why school vouchers have
positive effects on African American students but no detectable effects on others.
However, the evaluation team plans to explore this question by detailed examination of
parental and student reports on school life collected at the time students were tested.

The evaluation of the voucher programs in the three cities is an activity of the
Harvard Program on Education Policy and Governance (PEPG), which is jointly
sponsored by the Taubman Center on State and Local Government, Kennedy School of
Government, Harvard University and the Center for American Political Studies in the
Faculty of Arts and Sciences, Harvard University.   Paul E. Peterson, Henry Lee Shattuck
Professor of Government and Director of PEPG at Harvard University and a senior
fellow at the Hoover Institution, Stanford University, is the director of the evaluations of
the Dayton and Washington, D. C. programs. William Howell is Assistant Professor,
Department of Political Science, University of Wisconsin.  Patrick Wolf is Assistant
Professor, Public Policy Institute, Georgetown University and Guest Scholar, The
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Brookings Institution.  David Campbell is a PEPG research associate. The evaluation of
the SCSF program in New York City is a collaborative effort jointly conducted by
Mathematica Policy Research (MPR) and PEPG, Paul E. Peterson and David Myers,
Senior Fellow, MPR, serving as co-principal investigators.

      These evaluations have been supported by grants from the following foundations:
Achelis Foundation, Bodman Foundation, Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation, William
Donner Foundation, Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, Milton and Rose D. Friedman
Foundation, John M. Olin Foundation, David and Lucile Packard Foundation, Smith-
Richardson Foundation, Spencer Foundation, and Walton Family Foundation. Findings
and interpretation are those of the authors of the study and not necessarily those of either
the sponsoring foundations or program operators.
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Children’s Scholarship Fund Baltimore assessed the academic performance of students who 
received scholarships during the 2005 – 2006 school year.  Language arts, math, science and 
social studies grades from report cards issued at the end of the school year were used.  Academic 
performance for scholarship recipients in grades three through eight was assessed. 

 
Based on the results of research sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education the 

academic performance for scholarship recipients in kindergarten through second grade was not 
assessed.  This research suggested that children came to kindergarten with a variety of skill 
levels.  In addition, this research suggested that children in the early academic grades, 
kindergarten through second grade, gained skills at different rates.   

 
In 2003 the first wave of scholarship recipients entered high school and became Children’s 

Scholarship Fund Baltimore alumni.  Between 2003 and 2006 one hundred twenty-six alumni 
entered high school.  Report cards were returned for less than half the alumni.  As a result, their 
academic performance was not assessed. 

 
Scholarship recipients were placed in three academic performance groups based on their 

grades. 
 

• Excellent includes A grades and grades between 90 and 100. 
 
• Prepared includes B and C grades and grades between 70 and 89. 

 
• Needs Improvement includes D and F grades and grades between 0 and 69. 

 
Grades for the Archdiocese of Baltimore, Calvary Lutheran and several schools with a small 

number of scholarship recipients were recoded.   B+ grades were changed to A and C+ grades 
were changed to B.  These changes were made because three out of four numerical grades in the 
range were in the category used by the Children’s Scholarship Fund. 

 
 
Results of the Research 

 
• One-third of the students earned “Excellent” math grades. 

 
• Two out of five students earned “Excellent” grades in language arts, science and social 

studies. 
 

• Three out of five students earned “Prepared” grades in math. 
 

• Half the students earned "Prepared" grades in language arts, science and social studies. 
 

• Less than one in ten students earned “Needs Improvement” grades in all the academic 
disciplines. 

 
 

  



 
Language Arts 

 
 
• About two out of five 

students (42%) earned 
“Excellent” grades. 
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 Excellent is A or between 90 and 100.            
 Prepared is B and C or between 70 and 89.            
 Needs Improvement is D and F or below 70. 
 
Figure 1: Language Arts Performance 
Current Students Children’s Scholarship Fund Baltimore 
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• Half of the students (50%) 

were “Prepared”. 
 
• Less than 1 in 10 (8%) of the 

students earned “Needs 
Improvement” grades. 

 
 
 
 
 
 port cards were obtained for 171 scholarship recipients.
 

 
 
Math 
 
 

 Excellent is A or between 90 and 100.            
 Prepared is B and C or between 70 and 89.            
 Needs Improvement is D and F or below 70. 
 
Figure 2: Math Performance 
Current Students Children’s Scholarship Fund Baltimore 
 
Report cards were obtained for 171 scholarship recipients. 
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• About one-third of the 
students (34%) earned 
“Excellent” grades. 

 
• About three out of five 

students (57%) were 
“Prepared”. 

 
• Less than 1 in 10 (9%) of the 

students earned “Needs 
Improvement” grades. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 
Science 

 
 

 Excellent is A or between 90 and 100.            
 Prepared is B and C or between 70 and 89.            
 Needs Improvement is D and F or below 70. 
 
Figure 3: Science Performance 
Current Students Children’s Scholarship Fund Baltimore 
 
Report cards were obtained for 171 scholarship recipients.
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• About two out of five 
students (38%) earned 
“Excellent” grades. 

 
• About half of the students 

(55%) were “Prepared”. 
 
• Less than 1 in 10 (7%) of the 

students earned “Needs 
Improvement” grades. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Social Studies 
 
 

 Excellent is A or between 90 and 100.            
 Prepared is B and C or between 70 and 89.            
 Needs Improvement is D and F or below 70. 
 
Figure 4: Social Studies Performance 
Current Students Children’s Scholarship Fund Baltimore 
 
Report cards were obtained for 171 scholarship recipients. 
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• About two out of five 
students (41%) earned 
“Excellent” grades. 

 
• About half of the students 

(54%) were “Prepared”. 
 
• Less than 1 in 10 (5%) of the 

students earned “Needs 
Improvement” grades. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



Academic Performance 

 

      Excellent is A or between 90 and 100.           Prepared is B and C or between 70 and 89.           Needs Improvement is D and F or below 70. 
 

 
Figure 5: Academic Performance 
Current Students Children’s Scholarship Fund Baltimore 
 
Report cards were obtained for 171 scholarship recipients. 
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Social Studies

About one-third of the students earned “Excellent” math grades while about two out of five 
students earned “Excellent” grades in language arts, science and social studies. 
 

About half the students earned "Prepared" grades in language arts, science and social studies 
while about three out of five students earned “Prepared” grades in math. 
 

Less than one in ten students earned “Needs Improvement” grades in all the academic 
disciplines. 
 
 
Rationale for Recoding Grades 
 

Grades for the Archdiocese of Baltimore, Calvary Lutheran and several schools with a small 
number of scholarship recipients were recoded.   B+ grades were changed to A and C+ grades 
were changed to B.  These changes were made because three out of four numerical grades in the 
range were in the A or B category used by the Children’s Scholarship Fund. 
 

  



B+ grades at Archdiocese schools ranged from 89 – 92.  Grades of 89 would not be in the 
“Excellent” range.  However, grades of 90 though 92 were above the “Prepared” range.   
Children’s Scholarship Fund Baltimore decided to recode these B+ grades to A.  It seemed likely 
that fewer students with a grade of 89 would be placed in the incorrect group.  The alternative 
would involve placing students with three grades, 90 through 92, in the incorrect group.     

 
At Calvary Lutheran B+ grades range from 90 – 91 were recoded because they were in the 

“Excellent” range.  
 
Similar rationale was used to recode C+ grades. 
 
 

Assessing Academic Success for Children in Early Academic Years 
 
Children's Scholarship Fund Baltimore did not report academic performance for scholarship 

recipients in grades kindergarten through second grade.  A research project sponsored by the 
U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, the Early Childhood 
Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998–99 (ECLS-K) informed the Children's 
Scholarship Fund Baltimore's position. 

 
The ECSL-K research demonstrated that children in the early academic grades, kindergarten 

through second grade, came to school with a variety of skill levels and gained skills at different 
rates.   

 
Children entered kindergarten with a wide variety of cognitive and general 
knowledge skills that include reading and mathematics (West 2000.)  Gains were 
made in reading and math skills during kindergarten (West 2000.)  However, 
children developed specific knowledge and skills (e.g. letter recognition, letter 
sound connections, relative size and numbers) at different rates.  (West 2000.)  
According to Denton (2002), “Both reports revealed that while first-time 
kindergartners are similar in many ways, their knowledge and skills differ in 
relation to their age at school entry, race/ethnicity, health status, home educational 
experiences, and child care histories.” 

 
Schools have chosen to use multiple measures of cognitive and general knowledge skills due 

to young children’s wide variation in skills and gains.  The Early Childhood Center, Indiana 
Institute on Disability and Community (Indiana 2006) summarized this practice: 

 
“The design of individual assessment and program evaluation practices provides 
multiple approaches to finding out what children know and can do in order to 
equitably assess individual learning, development, and educational progress.” 

 
Reports cards collected from the Children's Scholarship Fund Baltimore's kindergarten to 

second grade scholarship recipients in 2006 demonstrated the use of multiple measures.  For 
example: 

 

  



• Archdiocese of Baltimore report cards included eight language arts, eight language 
development, twelve reading and thirteen math skills. 

 
• Bethlehem Christian Day School report cards included eleven language arts, eleven 

reading, five oral expression, four spelling, fourteen math, two science and two social 
studies skills. 

 
• Yeshivas Chofetz Chaim report cards included two reading, three written language, oral 

expression, math, science and social studies skills. 
 

Because current research demonstrated young children’s variations in skills and gains, the 
Children's Scholarship Fund Baltimore began tracking of academic performance with 
scholarship recipients in the third grade. 
 
 
Response Rate 
 

Three hundred thirty-seven students in grades three through eight received scholarships for 
the 2005 – 2006 school year.  One hundred seventy-one report cards were obtained.  The 
response rate was fifty-one percent.   
 

The percentage of report cards for each grade was a reasonably close match with the 
percentage of students in each grade.   

 

Table 1 
Report Cards Returned 

Grade 
Number of 
Scholarship 
Recipients 

Percent of 
Scholarship 
Recipients 

Number of 
Report Cards 

Returned 

Percent of 
Report Cards 

Returned 

Third 131 39% 62 36% 

Fourth  51 15% 20 12% 

Fifth 53 16% 24 14% 

Sixth  66 20% 42 25% 

Seventh 33 10% 20 12% 

Eighth 3 1% 3 2% 

 
 

  



Because Children's Scholarship Fund summarized the data by grouping children according to 
academic performance, determining the response rate needed for a ninety-five percent 
confidence level was not necessary.   
 
 
Data Collection Procedures 
 

A letter was sent to parents of three hundred thirty-seven current scholarship recipients and 
parents of one hundred twenty-six alumni. 
 

Phone calls were made to parents.  At least two attempts were made to reach parents with 
busy, message or no answer phone contacts. 
 

Thirty-seven parents of current students could not be reached by phone due to busy signal 
(3), no answer (11), no longer at number or disconnected (14) and wrong number (9). 
 

Thirty-six parents of alumni could not be reached by phone due to busy signal (12), no 
answer (4), no longer at number or disconnected (16) and wrong number (4). 
 

Messages were left for ninety-eight parents of current students and twenty-eight parents of 
alumni. 
 

The decision to eliminate scholarship recipients in kindergarten through second grade was 
made after report cards were collected.   
 

The number of report cards collected for scholarship recipients in kindergarten to second 
grade was not counted. 
 

A decision was made to restrict research to current scholarship recipients because nine out of 
ten scholarship recipients (91%) who left the program before eighth grade had been in the 
program for three years or less. 
 
 
References 
 
Denton, K., J. West. 2002. Children's Reading and Mathematics Achievement in Kindergarten 
and First Grade.  US Department of Education, Institute for Education Sciences, National Center 
for Education Statistics.  Downloaded from http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=20 
02125, 12/12/06. 
 
Indiana University.  2006.  Early Childhood Center, Indiana Institute on Disability and 
Community. The Early Childhood Briefing Paper Series, All Children Ready for School: 
Cognition and General Knowledge. Downloaded from http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/ECC/ 
documents/SR-Cognition-GenlKnowledge_000.pdf, 1/4/07. 
 

  



West, J., K. Denton, L.M. Reaney. 2000. The Kindergarten Year, Findings from the Early 
Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998–99. US Department of Education, 
Institute for Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics.  Downloaded from 
http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2001023, 12/12/06. 
 
West, J., K. Denton, E. Germino-Hausken. 2000. America's Kindergartens.  US Department of 
Education, Institute for Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics.  
Downloaded from http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2000070, 12/12/06. 

 
 

  



 
 
 
 
 

 

 

BASIC Fund Evaluation 
 

Final Report 

 
 

 
 

Presented to:   The BASIC Fund 
San Francisco 
July 11, 2007 

 
 
 
Presented by:   

 
  
 

Melissa Saphir, Ph.D. 
Melanie Moore Kubo, Ph.D. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Contact for Questions: Meghan Magilligan 
 Administrative Director, The BASIC Fund 
 meghan@basicFund.org  
 415-986-7221 



July 11, 2007  BASIC Fund Evaluation 
Final Evaluation Report 

 

Executive Summary 
 

Overview of Evaluation 
o Launch Date: May 2006. 

o Length of Study:  One year.  

o Research Question: Are students better off as a result of BASIC Fund support? 

o Four Components: Results for all components of the research are presented in this report. 

1. Standardized Test Score Analysis  

2. High School Graduation Rates 

3. Review of Research Literature on Elementary Age Predictors of High School Graduation 

4. Surveys of Renewal and Attrition Parents  

 

Standardized Test Score Analysis 

o Overall Conclusion Based on First Year Test Score Findings 

As measured by performance on standardized tests in elementary school, students are 
better off as a result of BASIC Fund support. Academic performance tends to improve 
(up to 10 percentiles) over one year, and the more years of support students receive, the 
better they perform.  
o Large Sample for Drawing Conclusions: 1,202 students. 

V Response Rate: 54% of schools, representing 60% of students. 

o Measures: National percentile ranks in reading, language, and math on Iowa Test of Basic Skills. 

V Percentiles Are Not Grades Like As or Fs: Percentiles between 25% and 75% are average.  

o Three Key Findings Contribute to Overall Conclusion 

1. BASIC Fund students score 18 to 26 percentiles lower than other private school students. 

Conclusion: BASIC Fund students attend schools that can challenge them and can help them 
grow academically.  

2. Over one year, every statistically significant percentile change—representing more than half 
of the change scores examined—was positive).  
 

Grade  Reading Language Math 
2-3 — 9.6* 5.8* 
3-4 3.5* — 2.9* 
4-5 — 2.5* — 
5-6 — — — 
6-7 6.3* 3.3* 4.0* 

Conclusion:  
BASIC Fund students do 
better over one year in 
reading, language, and math.  
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3. Every statistically significant correlation between years of BASIC Fund support and 
percentiles is positive. 
 

Grade  Reading Language Math 
3 — — — 
4 — — — 
5 — 0.14** 0.10† 
6 0.11* 0.13* — 
7 — — — 
8 0.13† 0.13† — 

Conclusion:  
The more years of BASIC 
Fund support an 
elementary student 
receives, the better the 
student performs.   

 
 
 
High School Graduation Rates 

o Methods: Among 224 former BASIC Fund students from the eighth grade class of 2003, we 
determined the number who are on track to graduate, using telephone calls, email, and postal mail; peer 
networking; contacting former elementary schools; contacting private and public high schools; accessing 
public records; and administering an on-line survey.  

o Progress Since Board Meeting: In April we reported that among the 79 students (35% of the 
class) we had contacted, 100% were on track to graduate. Since then, we have contacted an additional 
102 students (81% of the class), with almost no change in the graduation rate. 

o Three Key Findings 

1. Among former BASIC Fund students we reached, 99% graduated or are on track to graduate. 
We found only one student who has dropped out without graduating.  

2. Even if we made the extremely conservative assumption that none of the unreachable 
students graduated, the overall graduation rate of former BASIC Fund students would still be 
substantially higher (80%) than the public school graduation rates of San Francisco (73%) 
and Oakland (46%). These differences are statistically significant at p < .01 and p < .001, 
respectively. A more reasonable assumption is that the unreachable students are graduating at 
rates comparable to the public schools.  

Graduation Rate 
BASIC Fund Eighth Grade Class of 2003 
Actual graduation rate (excluding unreachable students) 
Range of reasonable estimates (including unreachable students) 
Most conservative estimate (including unreachable students) 

 
99% 

89-94% 
80% 

San Francisco Unified School District 73% 
Oakland Unified School District 46% 

 

3. A majority of BASIC Fund students are Hispanic (47%) or black (23%), yet the BASIC Fund 
graduation rate is much higher than the rates for Hispanics and blacks in public schools, 
which range from 23% in Oakland to 49% in San Francisco.  
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Review of Literature 

o Elementary Predictors of High School Graduation 
V Predictors of Not Graduating: Number of failed courses; number of failed grade levels; 

misbehavior at school; family stress (such as divorce, marriage, illness, adults joining or 
leaving household, moving); number of siblings; number of schools attended. 

V Predictors of Graduating: Parent education level; parent socio-economic status; parent 
expectations for child’s current school performance; parent aspirations for child’s future 
schooling; parent feeling of responsibility for child’s school performance; positive parent 
socialization practices (including reading with child, helping with homework, and providing 
access to extra-curricular learning environments and summer activities). 

 
Parent Survey Highlights 
o 224 Renewal Families  

V Predictors of Not Graduating 

1. Family Stress: A majority (58%) of BASIC Fund families have experienced at least one 
major stressor in the past year, and 12% of families experienced two to four stressors. 
The most common stressors (each experienced by 12 to 16% of families) are illness or 
death in the family; job loss; divorce or separation; and moving. 

2. Low Parent Education: 4% neither graduated high school nor earned GED. 16% have a 
GED. 19% have no schooling beyond high school. 18% graduated 4-year college. 

3. Child Risks: 45% of students have two or more siblings. 29% attended two or more 
elementary schools before private school. 24% have had a behavior problem at school. 
7% repeated a grade. 2% failed a subject (without repeating a grade).  

V Predictors of Graduating 

1. More Access to Extracurricular Activities: Now that children are in private school, 43% 
of children go to extra classes and activities during the school year, significantly more 
than when they were in public school (20%).  

2.   Aspirations for Future Schooling: 43% of parents expect their children to go to private 
high school, but 86% of parents believe cost of tuition will be a barrier. 29% of parents 
see two or more barriers to sending their children to private high school. 

o 71 Attrition Families 
V Most Common Reasons for Not Renewing: Inability to afford tuition even with BASIC 

Fund help (38% of Attrition Families); moving (23%); child not liking the private school 
(18%); parent not liking the private school (11%). 

V Reasons Cited by Less than 10% of Families: No longer qualifying for BASIC Fund 
assistance; public schools providing services for special needs; receiving tuition assistance 
directly from a private school; private school was too challenging; discipline problems; and 
difficulty with BASIC Fund paperwork. 

V More At Risk: Attrition families reported significantly more stressful events in the past year 
than Renewal families. 
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Overview of Evaluation 
 
In May 2006, The BASIC Fund and See Change Evaluation launched a year-long evaluation of The 
BASIC Fund.  The overarching research question was, “Are students better off as a result of receiving 
BASIC Fund support?”  
 
This evaluation had four components, each intended to answer one aspect of this question: 
 

1. Standardized Test Scores: To assess short- and medium-term effects of BASIC Fund support on 
elementary students’ school performance, we collected and analyzed the standardized test scores 
of elementary students currently supported by The BASIC Fund.  

 
2. High School Graduation Rates: To assess long-term effects of BASIC Fund support after 

elementary school, we assessed the high school graduation rates of a cohort of students formerly 
supported by The BASIC Fund.  

 
3. Review of Literature: We reviewed research literature to determine current rates of graduation in 

the nation, state, and San Francisco Bay area, as well as factors influencing high school 
graduation rates.  

 
4. Surveys of Parents: We surveyed parents whose children receive BASIC Fund support, to 

compare parental involvement in private schools with their previous involvement in public 
schools, and to assess likelihood of sending students to private high school after BASIC Fund 
support ends. We also surveyed parents who have chosen not to renew their children’s 
scholarships, to examine their reasons for withdrawal from the program.  

 
The remainder of this report reviews in detail the findings of this evaluation study.  
 
 

The BASIC Fund in Context 
 

The BASIC Fund provides partial scholarships for low-income students to attend private or parochial 
school in grades K-8.  Parents apply for a scholarship based on financial need, and if accepted, the 
BASIC Fund guarantees support throughout a child’s elementary education.  Scholarships cover only a 
portion of the private school tuition, requiring that the parent also make a contribution, but the 
scholarships likely make private schooling affordable for families who would not otherwise be able to 
afford it.  Similar programs exist in other major cities, for example, New York and Philadelphia.  In 
these other cities, long waiting lists exist for the scholarships.  In the San Francisco Bay Area, the 
BASIC Fund is able to support all the students who apply.   
 
The goal of the BASIC Fund is to increase the educational opportunities available to low-income 
students.  It is expected that the opportunity to attend a private or parochial school will support and 
extend a student’s academic performance, perhaps because these schools are often smaller, with more 
individual attention per student.  Many private and parochial schools also have high expectations for 
parent involvement in a child’s education, a factor that is often associated with strong academic 
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performance.  Whatever the mechanism, the BASIC Fund expects that the opportunity to attend a 
private or parochial school in grades K-8 will provide a strong foundation for future academic success in 
high school and beyond.   
 
This evaluation was designed to test these assumptions.  Through an exploration of students’ 
standardized test scores, we examined whether or not students’ academic performance improves over 
time once they are attending the private schools.  By collecting data on high school graduation rates for 
the current year’s twelfth-grade class of students who formerly participated in the BASIC Fund, we 
examined the BASIC Fund’s long-term effect on students’ performance.  In addition, we conducted a 
literature review on factors influencing high school graduation rates, and structured a parent survey that 
examined the presence or absence of these factors in the families of BASIC Fund students.  Finally, we 
conducted a survey with families who had left the BASIC Fund after received at least one year of 
support, to examine their reasons for leaving the program.   
 
Without the benefit of random assignment, or a systematically-structured comparison group of students 
(for example, a matched group of students in public schools), the findings of this evaluation must be 
interpreted as correlational, rather than causal.  In other words, there may be factors that define the 
group of students and families who choose to accept BASIC Fund support that would lead to their 
academic success, independent of this support.  For example, parents who apply for the BASIC Fund for 
their child may already be very involved in their children’s education.  A recent U.S. Department of 
Education study comparing student performance in private versus public schools found impressive 
statistically significant differences between student scores on the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP), with private schools, on average, scoring higher.1  However, when individual 
characteristics of children were controlled for, most of these differences evaporated.  In other words, 
there are students who do well on the tests in public schools, just as there are in private schools, and 
students in both settings who also do poorly.  Rather than compare performance on the basis of school 
type, it is more informative to compare performance based on student characteristics that may influence 
performance, no matter what the educational setting.  The most informative study would analyze 
performance by examining how student characteristics may interact with school type, especially over 
time.  For example, do low-income students of color tend to do better or worse in public versus private 
schools?   
 
In designing our methodology, we sought ways to move beyond a blanket, cross-sectional comparison of 
school type, and test for a more direct effect of BASIC Fund support on the particular students and 
families involved, especially over time.   

                                                 
1 Braun, H., Jenkins, F., and Grigg, W. (2006). Comparing Private Schools and Public Schools Using Hierarchical Linear 
Modeling (NCES 2006-461). U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of 
Education Sciences. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office. 
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Standardized Test Score Findings 

 
Data Collection Methods: In June 2006 we sent a letter to BASIC Fund-supported private schools 
requesting all standardized scores on file for the 4,070 students supported by The BASIC Fund during 
the 2005-2006 school year. BASIC Fund application materials already include a request for parental 
consent to release scores, so no schools objected to releasing students’ scores. BASIC Fund staff 
followed up by telephone with principals of schools to insure a complete response. 
 
Initial Analysis Plan: We had hoped simply to compare students’ private school scores to their scores 
from their last year in public schools, but this has turned out not to be feasible for two reasons. First, far 
fewer private schools than we anticipated have students’ public scores on file. More important, we 
learned that in California, public and private schools use different standardized tests, and these tests are 
not comparable. California public schools use the CAT/9 test, which is not available to private schools. 
The private schools use several different tests, the most common of which are the Iowa Test of Basic 
Skills and the Stanford Achievement Test.  
 
Revised Analysis Plan: Because we could not compare students’ performance on the CAT/9 test 
administered in public schools to other tests administered in private school, we conducted a two-part 
analysis. First, we compared BASIC Fund students' scores to the scores for the entire San Francisco 
Archdiocese, which uses the Iowa Test of Basic Skills. Second, for students who have several years of 
test scores in private school, we conducted a longitudinal analysis of whether their scores are improving 
over time.  
 
Response Rates: We excluded from the evaluation nine schools (with 123 students supported by The 
BASIC Fund) that do not administer standardized tests. We also excluded students in kindergarten and 
first grade, because many schools (including the entire San Francisco Archdiocese and the Diocese of 
Oakland) do not administer standardized tests until second grade.  
 
We received scores from 104 of the 191 schools that had students in second grade or higher who were 
supported by The BASIC Fund during the 2005-2006 school year (a school response rate of 54%). We 
collected standardized test scores for 1,202 of the 2,010 BASIC Fund students at these schools in the 
2005-2006 school year (a student response rate of 60%).  
 
Table 1 (below) shows the distribution of test types we encountered. The Iowa Test of Basic Skills is the 
most common test, followed by the Stanford Achievement Test. Our analyses focus on the Iowa tests in 
grades 2 through 7, because there are enough scores to draw conclusions.  
 
 

Table 1. Distribution of Test Types 
 Grade Level in Elementary School 

Test Type 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Iowa 371 435 442 426 442 342 

Stanford 291 235 180 92 41 30 
Terra Nova 8 5 3 5 3 0 

ERB 0 4 4 5 9 5 
Other 10 23 32 22 24 13 
Total 680 702 661 550 518 372 
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What Are Percentiles? All of the standardized tests cover three subject areas—Reading, Language, and 
Math—and convert students’ raw scores in these three subjects to national percentile ranks (abbreviated 
in this report as percentiles). Percentiles range from 1 (the lowest score) to 99 (the highest score).  
 
Percentiles are based on national samples of students who complete the standardized tests. A student’s 
percentile for a certain subtest indicates how that student compares (or ranks) to students in the same 
grade across the nation who took the same test. For example, if a BASIC Fund student has a percentile 
of 40 for second grade Reading, this means the student performed as well as or better than 40% of 
second grade students across the nation on the Reading subtest. If a BASIC Fund student has a 
percentile of 70 for fifth grade Math, this means the student performed as well as or better than 70% of 
fifth grade students across the nation on the Math subtest.  
 
Percentiles Are Not Grades Like As or Fs: When interpreting our results, it is important to keep in mind 
what national percentile ranks are. Because percentiles range from 1 to 99, it may be tempting to think 
of them as grades like As, Bs, Cs, Ds, or Fs. However, percentiles are not grades, as the following 
example illustrates.  
 
On a typical test graded on a 100-point system, most students make grades of A (90s), B (80s), or C 
(70s), and only a small number of students make grades of D (60s) or F (failing, 50s and less). In 
contrast, percentiles are designed such that 10% of students fall in the 10th percentile, 20% of students 
fall into the 20th percentile, and so on. As a result, 60% of students score in the 60th percentile or lower. 
Thus, if percentiles were interpreted as grades, it would mean that by definition, 60% of students fail or 
make a D on every standardized test. 
 
According to the publisher of the Iowa test, percentiles between 25% and 75% represent average 
performance. Education experts do not expect students’ percentiles to change from year to year, unless 
something changes in the education they receive. That is, there is no expectation that students 
“naturally” progress from low percentiles in second grade to higher percentiles by higher grades. 
Instead, it takes an entire year’s worth of learning for a student to rank at the same percentile one year 
later, and it takes even more learning for a student’s percentile to increase.  
 
For the purposes of this analysis, percentiles should be interpreted simply as a metric for comparing a 
student’s performance to his or her own performance over time, and as a way to compare BASIC Fund 
students to the average performance of entire schools.  
 
Results—Comparison of Iowa and Stanford Averages: Table 2 (below) compares the average percentiles 
of BASIC Fund students on the Iowa and Stanford tests. In general, percentiles for the Stanford tests 
tend to be slightly higher than percentiles for the Iowa tests. Nevertheless, both tests paint a similar 
picture of BASIC Fund students scoring near the center of the national averages. Younger students 
(grades 2 through 4) perform at or just below the fiftieth percentile, and older students (grades 5 through 
7) perform at or just above the fiftieth percentile. Although this pattern is consistent with students doing 
better as they spend more years in private schools, a longitudinal analysis is necessary to determine 
whether students changed over time.  
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Because of the small numbers of students with scores for the Stanford test, especially in the higher 
grades, the rest of our analyses focus on scores for the Iowa test. 
 
Table 2. Average National Percentile Ranks for Reading, Language, and Math 

Reading Language Math Grade 
Level Iowa Stanford Iowa Stanford Iowa Stanford 

2 47 49 42 46 38 46 
3 47 49 52 45 47 47 
4 50 46 53 47 49 40 
5 51 40 53 44 47 47 
6 46 44† 51 53† 47 53† 
7 51 52† 52 57† 51 53† 

†Note: Averages for the Stanford Achievement Test in grades 6 and 7 are based on very small sample sizes (28 to 40 
students). Sample sizes for all other averages reported in this table range from 88 students (for the Stanford Language subtest, 
grade 5) to 441 (for the Iowa Language and Reading subtests, grade 6).  
 
Results—Comparison to School Averages: We are just beginning the process of collecting school-wide 
standardized test averages from the private schools attended by BASIC Fund students. So far, we have a 
report of scores for the entire San Francisco Archdiocese, which uses the Iowa Test of Basic Skills.  
 
Table 3 (below) compares the average percentiles for the Archdiocese to the average percentiles of first-
year BASIC Fund students who took the Iowa Test of Basic Skills.  
 
Table 3. Comparison of Percentiles for San Francisco Archdiocese and First-Year BASIC Fund 
Students 

Reading Language Math Grade 
Level Archdiocese BASIC 

FUND 
Students 

Archdiocese BASIC 
FUND 

Students 

Archdiocese BASIC 
FUND 

Students 
2 67 52 60 47 56 37 
3 70 49 75 51 68 51 
4 74 43 79 46 71 48 
5 75 44 78 47 72 47 
6 68 41 73 47 68 50 
7 74 56 76 51 73 52 

Notes: Data in this table are based on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills. The columns for BASIC Fund Students may include 
students who did not attend Catholic schools. Scores for eighth-graders are not given because there were fewer than 10 
students who started the BASIC Fund in eighth grade.  
 
 
Table 3 shows that in all three subject areas, and in all six grades, the averages for the San Francisco 
Archdiocese as a whole are higher than the averages for BASIC Fund students when they start attending 
private school. Average percentiles for the Archdiocese range from 56 (for second grade Math) to 79 
(for fourth grade Language). The differences between the Archdiocese averages and first-year BASIC 
Fund student averages range from a low of 13 percentiles (for second grade Language) to a high of 33 
percentiles (for fourth grade Language).  
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It should not be surprising that first-year BASIC Fund student averages are lower than the Archdiocese 
averages. After all, students supported by The BASIC Fund come from low-income backgrounds, and 
their parents presumably seek help from The BASIC Fund to send their children to schools where they 
think their children will do better. Indeed, it would be disturbing if the Archdiocese’s averages were as 
low as the first-year students’ averages, because this would indicate that the students were already doing 
as well as was possible for them given their new schools’ performance. In other words, this large 
difference between the Archdiocese’s averages and first-year BASIC Fund student averages leads us to 
conclude that: 
 
The new schools attended by elementary students supported by The BASIC Fund have the 
potential to challenge them and help them grow academically.  
 
 
Longitudinal Results—Change Over One Year: If students are better off as a result of receiving BASIC 
Fund support, our expectation is that their percentiles will improve over time, whether or not their scores 
ever rise as high as their private schools’ averages.  
 
To test this, we computed change scores for students with two or more years of test scores. That is, for a 
student with data for grade 2 and for grade 3, we subtracted the Reading percentile for grade 2 from the 
Reading percentile from grade 3. If the result is positive, it indicates that the student’s reading improved 
from grade 2 to grade 3. If the result is negative, it indicates the student’s reading got worse over time.  
 
Table 4 (below) summarizes the average change scores for every pair of years between grades 2 and 7.  
 
Table 4. Average Change in Percentiles over One Year 

Reading Language Math Grade 
Levels Iowa Iowa Iowa 

2-3 -1.1 9.6* 5.8* 
3-4 3.5* 0.9 2.9* 
4-5 0.6 2.5* -1.6 
5-6 -1.8 -0.4 -0.1 
6-7 6.3* 3.3* 4.0* 

Notes: Data in this table are based on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills. Positive change scores indicate average improvement 
from one grade to the next, and negative change scores indicate average declines from one grade to the next. An asterisk (*) 
indicates that an average change score is, statistically speaking, significantly different from zero (no change) at p < .05 or less. 
Results that are statistically significant are more reliable than other results in the table, which may seem large simply by 
chance, often because the sample size is too small to detect a change.  
 
 
The results in Table 4 are quite encouraging. The average change scores range from a low of -1.8 (for 
the Reading subtest between grades 4 and 5), to a high of 9.6 (for the Language subtest between grades 
2 and 3). However, what really matters are the average change scores marked by an asterisk (*). These 
are the changes that, from a statistical point of view, are significantly different from zero (no change).  
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In Table 4, every statistically significant change is positive.  In other words, as indicated by the asterisks 
in Table 4, 8 of 15 of the average changes over one year (53% of the statistical tests) are significant and 
positive. In contrast, there is no statistically significant evidence that students supported by The BASIC 
Fund do worse over time in any subject area.  
 
We conclude from Table 4 that: 
 
Elementary students supported by The BASIC Fund tend to do better over one year in reading, 
language, and math.  
 
The size of the statistically significant improvements corresponds to 3 to 10 percentiles. Evidence for 
improvement is particularly strong for the Language subtest, for which the change scores on one or both 
tests is significantly positive for every one-year span except between grades 5 and 6. For all three 
subject areas, evidence for improvement over time is strongest between grades 2 and 4 and between 
grades 6 and 7. The only one-year span with no evidence of change is between grades 5 and 6, which in 
many schools coincides with a students’ movement from the “lower grades” to the “upper grades,” or 
from elementary to middle school.  
 
 
Longitudinal Results—Association Between Years of Support and Scores: Another way to examine 
whether students benefit from BASIC Fund support is to test whether the number of years of BASIC 
Fund support is associated with students’ scores. In other words, do students who have more years of 
support have higher percentiles than students with fewer years of support?  
 
To answer this question, we computed correlation coefficients between students’ percentiles and the 
number of years that students were supported by The BASIC Fund.  
 
A correlation coefficient measures the strength of the association between two measures. A positive 
correlation indicates that the two variables go up and down together—in other words, a positive 
correlation means that students with more Funding do better, as indicated by higher percentiles. A 
negative correlation indicates that the two variables go in opposite directions—in other words, a 
negative correlation means that students with more Funding do worse. A zero correlation (including all 
correlations that are not statistically significant) indicates that two variables are unrelated—that is, 
students’ percentiles may be high or low, regardless of how much support they received.  
 
Table 5 (below) presents the results of this analysis.  
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Table 5. Correlations Between Years of Support and Percentiles 
Grade 
Levels 

 
Reading 

 
Language 

 
Math 

2 0.04 -0.03 -0.06 
3 0.00 0.02 0.01 
4 0.01 -0.02 0.01 
5 0.08 0.14** 0.10† 
6 0.11* 0.13* 0.07 
7 0.08 0.06 -0.02 
8 0.13† 0.13† 0.04 

Notes: Data in this table are based on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills.  
Asterisks and Daggers: Positive correlations mean students with more years of Funding have better scores. Asterisks and 
daggers indicate correlations that are statistically significant at ** p < .01, * p < .05, and † p <.10. The smaller the value of p, 
the lower the probability that a correlation this size would be observed simply by chance.  
Dashes: A dash (—) indicates that a correlation was, statistically speaking, not significantly different from zero. A 
correlation may be non-significant because years of support were unrelated to test scores, or because the sample size is too 
small to detect a significant relationship between years of support and test scores.  
 
 
As with the previous table, what matters in Table 5 are the correlations with asterisks and daggers, 
which indicate whether the correlations are significantly different from zero.  
 
In Table 5, every statistically significant correlation is positive.  There is no statistically significant 
evidence that students do worse with more years of BASIC Fund support.  
 
We conclude from Table 5 that: 
 
The more years of BASIC Fund support an elementary student receives, the better the student 
performs.  
 
Evidence for improvement is particularly strong for students in the higher grades (grades 5, 6, and 8), 
presumably because students in grades 2 through 4 have not yet had as many years to benefit from 
private schooling. The Language and Reading subtests show the strongest association with years of 
BASIC Fund support.  
 
 
Overall Conclusion Based on Test Score Findings: The overall conclusion that we draw from these three 
findings is that, as measured by performance on standardized tests in elementary school, students are 
better off as a result of receiving BASIC Fund support. In other words: 
 
Academic performance of BASIC Fund students tends to improve (up to 10 percentiles) over one 
year, and the more years of support students receive, the better they perform.  
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Recommendation for Future Data Collection:  At the time of this writing, some schools still had not 
provided their students’ test scores, despite their intention to do so.  As test scores become available for 
more students, it will be possible to conduct further analyses of the data, for example, comparing boys 
and girls, students with two parents versus one parent at home, and students in schools with expensive 
tuition versus inexpensive tuition.  
 
The BASIC Fund already requires parents to sign a release form, allowing the schools to report the 
students’ grades and test scores to the program.  Because schools are busy and may have difficulty 
complying with the BASIC Fund’s request for these scores, it is perhaps more practical to require 
participating families to provide a copy of their children’s test scores to the BASIC Fund each year, as 
part of the application process.  BASIC Fund staff could enter the test score data into the database 
already created for the purposes of this evaluation, and periodically (for example, once every three 
years) hire a data analyst to provide a report of student progress.   
 
 

Graduation Rates of Former BASIC Fund Students 
 

To assess the long-term impact of the BASIC Fund, we determined the graduation rate of 223 former 
BASIC Fund students who graduated eighth grade in spring 2003.  Currently, the BASIC Fund does not 
keep in contact with students past the 8th grade, or their last year of support.  We contacted students at 
their last known address, and yielded information on only a fraction of the students.  To increase our 
response rate, we used a variety of methods to contact students, including contacting their former 
elementary schools, current high schools where the student might be enrolled, conducting online 
searches of websites such as “MySpace” and “Facebook,” purchasing online “people finder” services, 
incentivizing students to respond with a $10 iTunes giftcard, and contacting friends of the targeted 
students who might know whether or not they were graduating.  In the end, we reached 181 out of the 
223 former BASIC Fund students (an 81% response rate).   

o Three Key Findings 

1. Among former BASIC Fund students we reached (181 students), 99% (180 students) graduated 
or are on track to graduate. We found only one student who has dropped out without graduating.  

2. Even if we made the extremely conservative assumption that none of the unreachable students 
graduated, the overall graduation rate of former BASIC Fund students would still be 
substantially higher (80%) than the public school graduation rates of San Francisco (73%) and 
Oakland (46%). These differences are statistically significant at p < .01 and p < .001, 
respectively. A more reasonable assumption is that the unreachable students are graduating at 
rates comparable to the public schools.   

  13 



July 11, 2007  BASIC Fund Evaluation 
Final Evaluation Report 

Table 6:  Graduation Rates Comparison 

Graduation Rate 
BASIC Fund Eighth Grade Class of 2003 

Actual graduation rate (excluding unreachable students) 
Rangea of reasonable estimates (including unreachable students) 
Most conservative estimate (including unreachable students) 

 
99% 

89-94% 
80% 

San Francisco Unified School Districtb 73% 
Oakland Unified School Districtb 46%c

Notes: 
a. These estimates are based on the following equation:   
([percent of BASIC FUND students found]x[the found BASIC FUND students’ actual graduation rate]) + ([percent 
of BASIC FUND students NOT found] x [estimated graduation rate]).  The low end of the range is based on the 
assumption that the unreachable kids graduated at rates comparable to Oakland’s: (.81x.99) + (.19x.46) = .89 = 89%.  
The high end of the range is based on the assumption that the unreachable kids graduated at rates comparable to San 
Francisco’s: (.81x.99) + (.19x.73) = .94 = 94%.   
b. Public school data are from 2006 because this year’s rates have not yet been reported. UCLA’s Institute for 
Democracy, Education, and Access reports that the trend in California graduation rates has been downward over the 
past 5 years. 
c. Rates for public school districts vary, depending on whether the district, state, or independent researchers 
calculate them. UCLA’s Institute for Democracy, Education, and Access calculates that Oakland’s rate for 2006 was 
37%; California’s State Department of Education calculates that it was 46%. Both organizations report San 
Francisco’s rate as 73% for 2006. 
 

3. A majority of BASIC Fund students are Hispanic (47%) or black (23%), yet the BASIC Fund 
graduation rate is much higher than the rates for Hispanics and blacks in public schools (which 
range from 23% in Oakland to 49% in San Francisco2).  

 

Recommendations for Future Data Collection:  It was very costly and time-consuming to contact 
students who had not had any dealings with the BASIC Fund for four years.  If the BASIC Fund 
desires to keep track of high school graduation rates in the future, we recommend that this data is 
collected as a routine part of families’ BASIC Fund experience.  The following strategies would 
facilitate ongoing data collection of this type: 

1. Maintain Contact With Families:  Make continuing contact with BASIC Fund after tuition 
assistance ends an expectation from the beginning with families.  For example: 

a. Include the expectation of continuing contact on the parent contract or application.  

b. Set up a system of contacting families annually after assistance ends. This could be as 
simple as a postcard asking them to check in via a very short and simple web-based 
survey. The survey would ask where the former BASIC Fund-assisted child is now going 
to school and how the child is doing, perhaps with enough thank you’s and links to 
helpful information relevant to high school and college to make parents feel that there is a 
benefit to them for staying in contact with BASIC Fund. 

                                                 
2 Swanson, C. B. (2002).  Who Graduates? Who Doesn’t? A Statistical Portrait of Public High School Graduation, 
Class of 2001.  Urban Institute Education Policy Center. 
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2. Cultivate Schools for Back-Up Information: Privacy concerns—as well as the practical 
reality that eighth graders scatter to many different high schools—make it unlikely that all 
graduation information will ever be collected directly from high schools. However, it would 
still be worthwhile to use schools as a back-up source of information, especially for families 
who don’t stay in direct contact with BASIC Fund. For example: 

a. Include in BASIC Fund application materials a release that parents would sign, legally 
giving BASIC Fund the right to collect graduation information on the BASIC Fund-
assisted child in the future, which BASIC Fund staff could then use with a high school 
that refuses to give information about a particular child. 

b. Cultivate the expectation with BASIC Fund-supported elementary schools that they 
should annually report to BASIC Fund where BASIC Fund-supported eighth graders are 
going to high school. In some cases, this may require persuading elementary schools that 
they should start systematically collecting such information.  

c. Build closer relationships with Bay Area high schools, private and public, so that 
administrators who would be looking up and handing out graduation information are not 
surprised by BASIC Fund requests for information and will help BASIC FUND staff find 
ways to get needed information despite privacy rules. (For example, this year, Jim’s 
personal relationships with Oakland and San Francisco Catholic superintendents enabled 
Meghan to get information that had been difficult to get directly from the Catholic high 
schools. For the San Francisco public schools, Meghan eventually found out that she 
could make a public records request—but it took a while to find someone who would tell 
her this.) 

3. Develop Relationships with Former Students: Many high school students we contacted did 
not know that they had previously received BASIC Fund scholarships, so they had no feeling 
of obligation to respond to our calls and letters. Yet as students progress through high school 
and approach adulthood, it may make more sense to maintain contact with the former 
students directly rather than (or in addition to) their parents. For example: 

a. To remind (or inform) students that they benefited from BASIC Fund scholarships, send 
a short annual newsletter for “BASIC Fund Alumni” to ninth- through twelfth-graders.  

b. To get updated information from students, send annual postcards to them (instead of, or 
in addition to, their parents), asking them to make contact via a web survey. As 
incentives, offer small, youth-oriented rewards such as iTunes gift certificates, or raffle a 
larger incentive. 

c. Offer a one-time monetary reward (for example, $100) for proof of graduation from high 
school. 
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Literature Review:  Elementary Age Predictors of High School Graduation 

 
The BASIC Fund provides the opportunity for children to attend the private or parochial school of their 
choice from Kindergarten through the 8th grade, but it does not provide scholarships or services to youth 
in high school.  A key assumption of the BASIC Fund is that a firm academic foundation in elementary 
school will increase the likelihood of a student graduating from high school.  The very high rate of 
BASIC Fund students who we determined have gone on to complete high school supports this 
hypothesis.  In addition to school, there are family and individual factors that also affect the likelihood 
of a student graduating.  We conducted a literature review to examine what research has concluded 
about predictors of high school graduation that appear in the elementary grades. 
 
o Elementary Predictors of High School Graduation 

V Predictors of Not Graduating:  

We compiled a list from our review of several studies3 of factors that predict a student not 
graduating from high school.  This list includes: 

• Number of failed courses 

• Number of failed grade levels 

• Misbehavior at school 

• Family stress (such as divorce, marriage, illness, adults joining or leaving household, 
moving) 

• Number of siblings 

• Number of schools attended 

There seem to be two types of factors associated with high school dropout:  family factors, and 
individual behavior factors.  These two sets of factors undoubtedly interact with each other, with family 
factors being a likely contributor to poor performance and behavior at school.  School type (public 
versus private) does not appear to predict whether or not a student will graduate from high school.   

                                                 
3 Alexander, K. L., Entwisly, D. R., Horsey, C. S. (1997).  From first grade forward:  Early foundations of high school 
dropout.  Sociology of Education, Vol. 70, No. 2. April, pp. 87-107; Barrington, Byron L., Differentiating Characteristics of 
High School Graduates, Dropouts, and Nongraduates , Journal of Educational Research, 82:6 (1989:July/Aug.) p.309; 
Bridgeland, J.M., DiIulio, J.J., Morison, K.B. (2006). The silent epidemic:  Perspecitves of high school dropouts. Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation; Ensminger, M.E., Slusarcick, A.L. (1992). Paths to high school graduation or dropout:  A 
longitudinal study of a first-grade cohort.  Sociology of Education, Vol. 65, No. 2. April, pp. 95-113; Garnier, H.E., Stein, J. 
A., Jacobs, J.K. (1997).  The process of dropping out of high school:  A 19-year perspective. American Educational Research 
Journal, Vol. 34, No. 2. Summer, pp. 395-419; Goldschmidt, P., Wang, J. (1999).  When can schools affect dropout 
behavior?  A longitudinal multilevel analysis.  American Educational Research Journal, Vol. 36, No. 4. Winter, pp. 715-738.   
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V Predictors of Graduating:  

These studies also pointed to predictors of a student graduating from high school.  This list 
includes: 

• Parent education level 

• Parent socio-economic status 

• Parent expectations for child’s current school performance 

• Parent aspirations for child’s future schooling 

• Parent feeling of responsibility for child’s school performance 

• Positive parent socialization practices (including reading with child, helping with 
homework, and providing access to extra-curricular learning environments and summer 
activities) 

While individual behavior factors predicted students’ dropping out of high school, only parent 
characteristics predicted students’ graduating from high school.  Again, school type did not appear to 
influence whether or not a student will graduate from high school.  Parents play an extremely influential 
role in their children’s academic success. 

 
Parent Survey of Renewing and Attrition Families 

 
The BASIC Fund’s only criteria for admission is financial need.  The program has not collected detailed 
information about other characteristics of BASIC Fund families, such as those listed above that may be 
factors predicting high school graduation.  Because the BASIC Fund is concerned with its impact on the 
student and the family continuing through high school graduation, we sought to determine through a 
parent survey which of the above predictive factors might be present in current BASIC Fund families.  If 
the BASIC Fund is currently serving families with already high levels of factors predictive of high 
school graduation, it would be difficult to assert that the BASIC Fund support alone is the factor leading 
to a student’s graduation from high school.  However, if the BASIC Fund families do not already have 
high levels of these predictive factors, there is an argument to be made that the BASIC Fund makes a 
difference by compensating in some way for their absence. 
 
We also surveyed parents who participated in the BASIC Fund in 2006-2007, and who will not  be 
renewing their participation.  We sought to understand their reasons for leaving the program. 
 
We received return surveys from 224 current BASIC Fund families who will be renewing their 
participation next year (renewal families), and 71 surveys from families who will leave the program 
(attrition families).  The following table describes the respondents in more detail. 
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Table 7:  Parent Survey:  Description of Respondents 
 Renewal Families Attrition Families 
Language of Survey 

English 
Spanish 

 
73% 
27% 

 
83% 
17% 

Respondent 
Mother 
Father 
Grandparent 
Other 

 
83% 
13% 
1% 
3% 

 
90% 
3% 
5% 
2% 

Sample Size 224 71 
 
We analyzed the parent survey data to determine the presence or absence of factors predictive of high 
school graduation culled from the literature review.   
 
V Predictors of Not Graduating 

Family Factors 

Family Stress: A majority (58%) of BASIC Fund families have experienced at least one major stressor 
in the past year, and 12% of families experienced two to four stressors. The most common stressors 
(each experienced by 12 to 16% of families) are illness or death in the family; job loss; divorce or 
separation; and moving. 

Table 8:  Family Stressors Experienced in the Past Yeara

 Renewal 
Families 

Attrition 
Families 

Job loss 16% 15% 
Illness or death 16% 13% 
Family moved 12% 24% 
Parents separated or divorced 13% 24% 
Another adult left the household 7% 6% 
Parent(s) married 4% 6% 
Another adult joined the household 4% 7% 
Money problems other than job loss 2% 3% 
Sibling born 1% 3% 
Other stress 1% 1% 
School change (including siblings attending 

different schools) 
1% 3% 

Housing problems (including fire and 
homelessness) 

1% 1% 

Average number of stressorsb (Range: 0-4) 0.8 1.1 
Notes:  
a. Families were allowed to report as many stressors as applied to their situation. 
b. The difference between Attrition and Renewal Families is statistically significant at p < .05. 
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Low Parent Education:  Four percent of parents neither graduated high school nor earned GED.  Sixteen 
percent have a GED.  Nineteen percent have no schooling beyond high school.  Eighteen percent 
graduated from a 4-year college.  There were no differences in the education levels of parents in renewal 
and attrition families. 

Table 9:  Respondenta Education Levels 
 Percentage 
Attended high schoola 9% 
Graduated high school 10% 
Attended trade school 3% 
Graduated trade school 8% 
Attended two-year college 26% 
Graduated two-year college 10% 
Attended four-year college or university 14% 
Graduated four-year college or university 11% 
Attended graduate school 2% 
Graduated graduate school 7% 

Total 100% 
Notes:  

a.  There was no difference between the education levels of Renewal and Attrition family respondents. 

b.  4% of respondents neither graduated high school nor earned a GED. 

 

Other family factors we explored included number of siblings, and number of elementary schools 
previously attended, an indicator of family transiency.  Forty-five percent of students have two or more 
siblings, and 29% attended two or more elementary schools before their current private school. 

 

Individual Behavior Factors 

School Behavior:  Overall, twenty-four percent of renewing parents reported that their child has had a 
behavior problem at school in the last year.  Overall, 7% of students had repeated a grade, and 2% had 
failed a subject (without repeating a grade).   Interestingly, once students enter the private schools, there 
is an increased likelihood that the school will report a behavior problem, or that the student will repeat a 
grade.  This trend is most likely because the private schools have more strict enforcement of their 
behavior policies, and more rigorous academic standards.   
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Table 10:  Comparison of Child Risks in Public and Private Schoola

 All Renewal 
Families 

Previous 
Public School 

Current 
Private School 

Statistical 
Significance 

School reported 
behavior problem 

24% 14% 31% p < .01 

Student failed a subject 
(without repeating 
a grade level) 

2% 2% 3% — 

Student repeated a 
grade level 

7% 1% 10% p < .05 

Sample size 224 105 119 — 
Notes: 

a. Half of Renewal families were asked whether any of the following had happened in the past year when the student was in 
the current public school. The other half of Renewal families were asked about the student’s last year in the previous 
public school. 

 

V Predictors of Graduating 

We also explored the family factors, such as parent aspirations for future schooling, that might predict 
high school graduation.  Less than half (43%) of BASIC Fund parents surveyed reported that they 
expect their children to go to private high school.  A high percentage (86%) of parents believe that the 
cost of tuition will be a barrier.  Twenty-nine percent of parents anticipate two or more barriers to 
sending their children to private high school.   

Table 11:  Perceived Obstacles to Sending Child to Private High School 
 

Percentage 
No obstacles 11% 

Cost 86% 
Don’t know how to find good private high school 15% 

Transportation is difficult 11% 
Child’s grades 9% 

Good public school is available 8% 
Average number of obstacles (Range: 0-5 reasons) 1.3 

Note: Families were allowed to report as many obstacles as they perceived. There was not a statistically significant difference 
in the number of obstacles perceived by Renewal and Attrition families. 
 

Not necessarily a factor predicting high school graduation, but an indicator of student enrichment, 
BASIC Fund students have more access to extracurricular activities than they did previously.  Now that 
children are in private school, 43% of children go to extra classes and activities during the school year, 
significantly more than when they were in public school (20%).    
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Attrition Family Survey  
We asked 190 families leaving the BASIC Fund to let us know their reasons.  Seventy-one families 
responded.  A breakdown of the response rate is below. 

Table 12:  Attrition Family Response Rate Details 

 Number of 
Families 

 
Percentage 

Surveys Completed 71 37% 
Refused to Respond by Phonea 14 7% 
Invalid Contact Information 26 14% 
No Response to Mail and Phone 79 42% 
Total Surveys Mailed 190 100% 
Notes: 
a. The family member agreed to do the survey on-line, but did not do so. 
 

The most common reasons families cited for leaving the program included: 

• Inability to afford tuition even with BASIC Fund help (38% of Attrition Families) 

• Moving (23%); 

• Child not liking the private school (18%) 

• Parent not liking the private school (11%) 

Fewer than 10% of Families reported the following reasons: 

• No longer qualifying for BASIC Fund assistance 

• Public schools providing services for special needs 

• Receiving tuition assistance directly from a private school 

• Private school was too challenging 

• Discipline problems 

• Difficulty with BASIC Fund paperwork 
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Table 13:  Reasons for Attrition 

 
Percentage 

Could not afford, even with BASIC FUND help 38% 
Family moved 23% 

Parent did not like private school 18% 
Child did not like private school 11% 

Child needed special services that were available at public school 7% 
No longer qualified for BASIC FUND support 7% 

School was too hard 4% 
Received better tuition assistance directly from school 4% 

Discipline issues 3% 
BASIC FUND paperwork was too difficult 3% 

Chose to homeschool 1% 
School moved 1% 

Average number of reasons (Range: 0-3 reasons) 1.2  
Note: Families were allowed to report as many reasons as applied to their situation. 
 
Based on responses to the stressful-event items on the survey, it is also clear that attrition families 
reported significantly more stressful events in the past year than renewal families, especially that the 
family had moved, or a divorce or separation had occurred.   

 
Recommendations for Future Data Collection:    We do not recommend that the BASIC Fund invest in 
further parent surveys at this time, unless a particular need for information presents itself.  However, exit 
interviews conducted by phone with families leaving the BASIC Fund are very useful, and will allow 
the BASIC Fund to continue to understand the needs of its target population.  Rather than a survey, 
BASIC Fund staff can simply ask families over the phone at the time of exit what their top reason is for 
leaving, and record the information in the existing database.   
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Conclusion 

 
As suggested above, it is most likely that the interaction between school setting, individual student 
characteristics, and family characteristics is more predictive of student success in school than any of 
these factors considered alone.  It is likely that BASIC Fund families are more motivated than average 
public school parents to help their children academically, but it does not follow that family motivation 
alone, in the absence of parent education and higher socio-economic status, is enough to predict 
academic success for their children.  Survey results show that the BASIC Fund is recruiting families 
without high levels of parent education, or even the highest levels of aspiration for their child’s future 
schooling, and enabling these families to access educational settings where these potential drawbacks 
may be mitigated by high expectations for student performance, a higher-achieving peer group, and 
more strict enforcement of academic and behavioral standards.  Taken together, the data collected in this 
evaluation aligns well to suggest that the BASIC Fund is not only providing more educational choice for 
parents, but is also improving children’s academic performance in elementary school, and creating 
lasting educational effects that carry through to high school graduation. 
 
 

Recommendations for Further Evaluation 
 

This evaluation was initially conceived as a three-year research effort, to determine the longitudinal 
effects of BASIC Fund support.  In only one year, however, we have been able to obtain sufficient 
longitudinal data by altering our approach to ask for data on all BASIC Fund students for all the years 
they have participated, instead of taking snapshots of particular grade levels.  While additional 
longitudinal data would be interesting, we do not believe it is essential for the BASIC Fund to continue 
analyzing this data at this time.  We recommend that the program make data collection of student scores 
and graduation rates a regular part of doing business, and that these data are reviewed and analyzed by 
an outside contractor every three years.   
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Executive Summary 

Does providing low-income families vouchers or scholarships with which they can select 
a private school improve student achievement? The evidence from the Children’s 
Scholarship Fund (CSF) program in Charlotte suggests that providing low-income 
families with scholarships has significant benefits for those families. This finding is 
consistent with the results from similar evaluations of scholarship programs in New 
York, Washington, D.C., and Dayton, Ohio as well as the results of evaluations of 
publicly funded school choice programs in Milwaukee and Cleveland.  

The main findings from this evaluation of the Charlotte CSF Program are: 

• Receiving a scholarship to attend private school improves scores on standardized 
math tests by between 5.9 and 6.2 national percentile ranking points, depending 
on the type of analysis performed. 

• Receiving a scholarship to attend a private school improves scores on 
standardized reading tests by between 5.4 and 7.7 national percentile ranking 
points, depending on the type of analysis performed. 

• Parents were asked to assign their child’s school a letter grade, A through F. 
Nearly twice as many choice parents gave their child’s school an A (53%), 
compared to the public school parents (26%). Choice parents were also nearly 
twice as likely to report being “very satisfied” with virtually all aspects of their 
children’s school: location, safety, teaching quality, course content, class size, 
facilities, student respect for teachers, information on student progress, religious 
observance, parental support for school, discipline, clarity of school goals, 
teamwork among staff, teaching moral values, academic quality, and teacher 
respect for students. 

• Roughly two in five students would give their choice school an A compared to 
32% of public school students. When students were asked how they feel about 
going to school each day, 24% of the public school students said that they did not 
want to go compared to 9% of choice students. And 24% of non-scholarship 
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students agreed that they did not feel safe at school compared to 9% of choice 
students. 

• Parental reports confirm student perceptions about safety at school. More than a 
third of public school parents reported problems with fighting in school (36%) 
compared to 16% of choice parents. One-quarter of public school parents reported 
problems with racial conflict compared to 12% of choice parents. 22% of public 
school parents reported problems with guns or weapons at their children’s 
elementary schools compared to 11% of choice parents. And 25% of public 
school parents reported problems with destruction of property at school compared 
to 12% of choice parents. 

• Because the private schools examined operate with far less money per pupil than 
do the public schools, it is not surprising to discover that the private schools have 
more sparse facilities and fewer services to offer. For example, only 70% of 
choice parents described their school as having a library compared to 90% of the 
public school parents. Only 63% of choice parents said that their school had a 
gym compared to 91% of public school parents. Only 71% of choice parents said 
that their school had a cafeteria compared to 89% of public school parents. 
Parents also reported fewer school services at the private schools. Only 18% of 
choice parents said that their school had a program for students learning to speak 
English compared to 50% of public school parents. Only 49% of choice parents 
said that their school had a program for learning disabilities compared to 71% of 
public school parents. Only 51% of choice parents reported programs for gifted 
students at their schools compared to 72% of public school parents. Choice 
parents were also less likely to report that their school had a counselor, nurse, 
music program, art program, or prepared lunches. 

The Charlotte CSF Program successfully targeted disadvantaged families. In general, 
choice schools were accepting students with scholarships who were considerably more 
disadvantaged than typical students in Charlotte. Three-quarters of the choice students 
were African-American, while a little more than one-third of all students in the Charlotte-
Mecklenburg school district are African-American. As of 1990 the average family 
income in Charlotte was nearly $34,000, almost $10,000 more than the average family 
income of choice students 10 years later. Almost one-third (32%) of choice families 
report that they receive some kind of public assistance, such as food stamps or welfare, 
while the 1990 census reports that only 5% of households in Charlotte were on public 
assistance. And even after one year of the scholarship, choice students were still scoring 
well below the national average on standardized tests (although they were scoring 
significantly better than they would have had they not received the scholarship). There is 
no evidence to support the claim that the private schools were “creaming” the best 
students or “dumping” those students whom they found undesirable. 

The private schools accepting scholarship students were smaller and had smaller class 
sizes, on average, than the public schools. But small class size does not “explain” the 
higher student achievement observed in private schools. Adding class size to the 
multivariate model predicting student test scores shows that class size has no effect on 
student achievement in our sample.  



  

The Effect of School Choice: An Evaluation of the Charlotte  
Children’s Scholarship Fund Program 

Introduction 

Does providing low-income families vouchers or scholarships with which they can select 
a private school improve student achievement?1  The evidence from the Children’s 
Scholarship Fund (CSF) program in Charlotte suggests that providing low-income 
families with scholarships has significant benefits for those families. This finding is 
consistent with the results from similar evaluations of scholarship programs in New 
York, Washington, D.C., and Dayton, Ohio as well as the results of evaluations of 
publicly funded school choice programs in Milwaukee and Cleveland. The findings of 
those studies have been summarized and discussed elsewhere.2  This report will focus on 
presenting the results from Charlotte. 

Research Design 

The CSF program offered partial scholarships to low-income families in Charlotte with a 
maximum value of $1,700 to attend private schools in the 1999-2000 academic year. To 
ration limited funds, scholarships were awarded by lottery to families that had completed 
an application process. This study examined only students enrolled in grades 2 through 8. 
In that age group, 388 students had been awarded scholarships by lottery and were 
enrolled in private school, 342 students were not offered scholarships by lottery, and 413 
students had won the lottery to receive a scholarship but did not enroll in private school. 
All of these students and their parents were sent invitations to attend four testing sessions 
on a Saturday or Sunday between March 18 and April 30, 2000, where parents completed 
surveys while students took the Iowa Test of Basic Skills survey version. Older students 
also completed a survey.  

Families whose children were not using scholarships were offered $20 and an opportunity 
to win a new scholarship as incentives to participate and to defray the transportation and 
other expenses involved. Families whose children were using scholarships were simply 
asked to participate without compensation. Despite these relatively modest incentives, 
our response rate was quite good. Of the 1,143 students who were sent invitations to 
attend a testing session, 452, or 40%, participated in the study. The participation rate 
among the students who won the lottery and were using scholarships, whom we will call 
“choice students,” was 53%. The participation rate among the students who applied but 
failed to win a scholarship in the lottery, whom we will call “control students,” was 49%. 
The participation rate among the students who won a scholarship but did not use it to 
attend a private school, whom we will call “non-complying students,” was 20%.  

Various explanations account for the level of participation. The contact information 
available for all students was over a year old. Given the high mobility of urban, low-
income populations, it is likely that many invitations never reached their target. In 
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addition, we only offered four testing opportunities on Saturdays or Sundays, which may 
not have accommodated the work and social schedules of a number of families. Other 
factors that may have influenced participation include transportation issues, family 
motivation, and student cooperation with sacrificing a weekend day to take a 
standardized test.  

These obstacles to participation were obviously most severe among the group that we call 
non-complying students. Many of those families did not use the scholarship that was 
offered to them because they moved, exacerbating the difficulty of inviting them to 
participate in this study. Other students who were offered scholarships but did not use 
them (and thus did not “comply” with a lottery research design), may have declined the 
scholarships because they obtained access to a desired public school, such as a magnet 
school or other public school choice program. If these students were doing well in their 
public school they would have little reason to participate in the study where the primary 
incentive was the opportunity to win a private school scholarship. Other students may not 
have used a scholarship that was offered because they were unable to find a satisfactory 
private school. Yet other students did not use a scholarship that was offered because their 
families did not have the financial resources to pay the tuition charges above the $1,700 
value of the scholarship. Families that do not believe that they will be able to use a new 
scholarship are unlikely to be enticed by an offer of a scholarship to participate in the 
study. 

Non-compliance and non-participation are issues in all evaluations, including random-
assignment or lottery based studies, such as this evaluation and most medical studies. 
People are always free to cease cooperating with researchers and they are always free to 
refuse the treatment they are offered. Lotteries in research do not ensure identical 
treatment and control groups, but they certainly help get closer to achieving comparable 
groups than other methods of selecting subjects. To the extent that non-compliance and 
non-participation produce non-identical treatment and control groups, the differences can 
be adjusted statistically with little difficulty, as was done in this study. 

Comparability of Groups 

All applicants for scholarships were asked to provide their family income at the time of 
application. More complete demographic information was collected during the testing 
sessions, but, as noted, not all applicants participated in the study. By looking at the 
income information provided at the time of application we can see a number of things: 1) 
the lottery produced two groups that were not significantly different in income (this helps 
confirm that the lottery was properly conducted); 2) those applicants who participated in 
the study had somewhat higher incomes than those that did not; and 3) the differences 
between the incomes of study participants and non-participants are roughly equal for 
lottery winners and lottery losers as well as for choice, control, and non-complying 
students. In other words, while those who participated in our study differed somewhat 
from those who did not, those differences do not appear to have biased the comparability 
of our groups. 



The family income of applicants who won the lottery to be offered a scholarship was 
$23,449 compared to $23,689 for those who lost the lottery. The difference in income is 
not statistically significant, helping to confirm that the lottery was fairly conducted. The 
family income of students who participated in the study was $25,313, which is 
significantly different from the $22,441 reported at the time of application for those 
families who did not later participate in testing. This gap of roughly $3,000 between 
participants and non-participants exists among those who won the lottery (combining the 
choice and non-complying students) as well as among those who were in the control 
group. Lottery winners who participated in the study had average family incomes of 
$25,323, while lottery winners who did not participate had average family incomes of 
$22,517. Control group students who participated in the study had average family 
incomes of $25,297, while control group students who did not participate had average 
family incomes of $22,215. Whatever factors influenced participation in the study appear 
to have operated equally on lottery winners and lottery losers. 

This claim is further supported by the demographic similarity of the treatment and control 
groups who participated in the study and completed our survey. As can be seen in Table 
1, the lottery winners and losers who participated in the study did not differ from each 
other very much in their demographic characteristics. The control group had slightly 
better educated mothers, but the difference was not significant, while those offered a 
scholarship were more likely to have mothers born outside of the United States. Those 
offered scholarships were more likely to receive Supplemental Security Income (SSI) for 
a family disability, while control group mothers were more likely to work outside of the 
home. All of these differences are modest and we can expect some significant differences 
to be produced by chance when comparing a large number of demographic 
characteristics. The overall picture is that despite non-participation in our study, we 
managed to preserve the similarity of the lottery winners and losers. 

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Lottery Winners and Losers 

Variable Lottery 
Winners 

Lottery 
Losers Significance 

Mother’s Education (11 point scale) 6.9 7.8 0.23 
Mother U.S. Born 89% 96% 0.02 
Attend Religious Services (5 point scale) 3.3 3.4 0.44 
Receive Food Stamps 19% 19% 0.99 
Receive Welfare 28% 24% 0.41 
Receive Social Security 13% 11% 0.44  
Receive Supplemental Security Income 28% 15% 0.01 
Receive HUD Housing Vouchers 2% 5% 0.19 
Family Income (from application) $25,323 $25,297 0.97 
Family Income (from survey) $23,150 $24,800 0.14 
Children in Household 2.4 2.2 0.12 
Family Member in Jail 2% 1% 0.88 
Student Has Physical Handicap 3% 1% 0.25 
Student Has Learning Disability 9% 11% 0.55 
Student is a Native English Speaker 97% 97% 0.77 
African-American Mother 81% 80% 0.75 
Two Parent Household 36% 33% 0.53 
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Male Student 49% 41% 0.1 
Year of Mother’s Birth 1962 1963 0.28 
Mother Employed Full-Time 60% 68% 0.03 
Mother Single, Never Married 27% 29% 0.14 
Mother is Baptist 38% 42% 0.96 
N 206-267 135-161   

Significance below .05 is conventionally considered statistically significant. 

But we are not primarily interested in comparing outcomes of lottery winners to lottery 
losers. That is, our primary interest is in identifying the effect of using a scholarship to 
attend private school, not the effect of being offered a scholarship even if one does not 
use it. We therefore want to compare choice students to the other groups. As can be seen 
in Table 2, choice students differ from the other two groups of students (control and non-
complying) whom we are calling “public” students. Even though some of the differences 
are statistically significant, the substantive differences are modest. The overall picture is 
of the choice students and comparison groups being quite similar, although clearly not 
identical. 

Table 2: Demographic Characteristics of Choice and Public School Students 
Variable Choice Public Significance 
Mother’s Education (11 point scale) 7.1 7.3 0.75 
Mother U.S. Born 88% 94% 0.02  
Attend Religious Services (5 point scale) 3.4 3.2 0.08 
Receive Food Stamps 13% 22% 0.03 
Receive Welfare 6% 9% 0.26 
Receive Social Security 13% 12% 0.79  
Receive Supplemental Security Income 7% 6% 0.87 
Receive HUD Housing Vouchers 1% 5% 0.07 
Family Income (from application) $26,084 $24,714 0.24 
Family Income (from survey) $23,450 $23,850 0.88 
Children in Household 2.4 2.2 0.12 
Family Member in Jail 1% 2% 0.15 
Student Has Physical Handicap 3% 2% 0.72 
Student Has Learning Disability 4% 13% 0.00 
Student is a Native English Speaker 98% 97% 0.45  
African-American Mother 76% 85% 0.04 
Two Parent Household 42% 29% 0.01 
Male Student 49% 44% 0.34 
Year of Mother’s Birth  1961 1963 0.01 
Mother Employed Full-Time 51% 73% 0.00 
Mother Single, Never Married 23% 31% 0.00 
Mother is Baptist 33% 45% 0.00 
N 145-189 197-239   

Significance below .05 is conventionally considered statistically significant. 

We employ two strategies in this study for comparing the outcomes of choice students to 
those of the other groups. The first strategy employs what is called a quasi-experimental 
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research design in which observed differences between the groups that are theoretically 
expected to be related to the outcomes are controlled statistically.3  Because the groups 
are already very similar, we have less reason to fear that unobserved differences between 
the groups bias our estimates of the effect of using a scholarship. Concern about the 
unobserved differences between families that send their children to public and private 
schools has always limited our ability to draw conclusions from comparisons of the 
outcomes of students enrolled in public and private schools. Even after controlling for 
observed demographic differences, researchers could always wonder whether unobserved 
differences that were not being controlled statistically, such as parental motivation or the 
intellectual richness of home life, actually accounted for the differences in student 
outcomes instead of the schools.  

In our case, however, the application process and lottery have produced groups for 
comparison that are already quite similar on observed as well as (in all likelihood) 
unobserved characteristics. All families had to be sufficiently motivated to complete an 
application for a scholarship. All families had to be low-income to qualify for a 
scholarship. A lottery was used to select who would be offered scholarships, creating, as 
we have confirmed, two groups that were nearly identical. While non-compliance and 
non-participation have caused the groups we are comparing to stray from being identical 
in their background characteristics, they are still quite similar so that controlling for 
observed characteristics is likely to produce results in which we can have high 
confidence. 

The second strategy to identify the effect of using a scholarship is to use the lottery as an 
“instrument” to estimate who uses the scholarships that are offered.4  That is, we first 
predict who will use a scholarship, using whether someone won the lottery to help us 
make that prediction, and then we determine whether the students we predict used a 
scholarship have better outcomes. By using the predicted users of scholarships rather than 
the actual users, we remove the bias that may be introduced by the fact that the students 
who used the vouchers may differ (in unobserved ways) from the students who were 
offered a voucher but did not use them. Our estimated scholarship users will be nearly 
identical in their background characteristics to the groups against which we are 
comparing them. This technique, known as an instrumental analysis or a two-stage 
Heckman analysis, is a widely used strategy among economists that can produce very 
reliable findings. 

Test Score Outcomes 

Using these two strategies we can estimate the benefit of receiving a scholarship to attend 
a private school in Charlotte on student standardized test scores after one year. Using the 
quasi-experimental technique, we compute the effect of using a scholarship controlling 
for a host of background characteristics, including mother’s education, mother’s race, 
family income, two-parent household, and sex of student. These background 
characteristics are widely thought to be strongly related to student achievement in 
education research.5  We could control for additional background characteristics, but we 
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would lose additional students from our analyses due to the fact that not all parents 
completed all questions on their surveys without gaining much explanatory power.  

The benefit of receiving a scholarship on students’ math scores is 5.9 percentile points at 
the end of the first year (see Table 3). The benefit of using a scholarship to attend a 
private school on reading scores is 6.5 percentile points after one year. Gains in both 
math and reading are statistically significant at the conventional p < .05 level.  

Table 3: The Effect of Attending a Private School with a Scholarship on Test Scores 

The Effect of Attending a Private School with a Scholarship on Math Scores

  Quasi-
Experimental 

Instrumental w/o 
background controls 

Instrumental w/ 
background controls 

Variable Effect Significance Effect Significance Effect Significance 
Choice 5.9 0.04 6.1 0.01 6.2 0.10  
African-
American 
Mother 

-13.5 0.00     -13.4 0.00 

Mother’s 
Education 2.4 0.00     2.4 0.00 
Family Income  
(in $5,000 
increments) 

2.0 0.01     2.0.01 0   

Two-Parent 
Household 2.8 0.40     2.6 0.44 
Male Student 0.4 0.86     0.4 0.87 
Non-Complying 
Student 0.7 0.85         
Constant 10.3 0.09 29.1 0.00 10.3 0.10 
N 357   436   357   
Adjusted R-
Square 0.14   0.01   0.14   

The Effect of Attending a Private School with a Scholarship on Reading Scores

  Quasi-
Experimental  

Instrumental w/o 
background controls  

Instrumental w/ 
background controls 

Variable Effect Significance Effect Significance Effect Significance 
Choice 6.5 0.03 5.4 0.00 7.7 0.05 
African-
American 
Mother 

-11.0 0.00     -10.7 0.00 

Mother’s 
Education 2.8 0.00     2.7 0.00 
Family Income  
(in $5,000 
increments) 

1.6 0.06     1.7 0.05 

Two-Parent 
Household 10.0 0.01     9.3 0.01 
Male Student -5.7 0.04     -5.7 0.04 
Non-Complying 
Student 3.3 0.42         
Constant 13.0 0.04 34.7 0.04 12.8 0.05 
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N 357   436   357   
Adjusted R-
Square 0.17   0.01   0.17   

Significance below .05 is conventionally considered statistically significant. 

When using the instrumental analysis it is arguable that it is not necessary to control for 
background characteristics because we have re-captured the nearly identical comparison 
groups produced by the lottery to award scholarships. The advantage of not controlling 
for any background characteristics is that we avoid losing any cases due to missing data 
from the parent surveys. An instrumental analysis without controlling for any background 
characteristics shows the benefit of using a scholarship to be 6.1 percentile points for 
math and 5.4 percentile points for reading. Both results are statistically significant. 

The estimated effect of using a scholarship from the instrumental analysis increases 
somewhat if we add controls for background characteristics, although we do lose nearly 
100 cases because of missing data on one or more variable. The benefit of receiving a 
scholarship on math scores in this analysis is 6.2 percentile points, while the benefit for 
reading is 7.7 percentile points. The math effect is statistically significant at p < .1 and 
the reading effect is significant at p < .05. 

The test score results across these analyses are consistently positive and significant. 
Having access to a private school with a scholarship improves student performance on 
standardized test scores by between 5.4 and 7.7 percentile points for math and reading 
after only one year’s time. On average, a scholarship makes the difference between 
students scoring in the low 30s and the high 30s. This gain is fairly large. Using within 
sample variance, the benefit is approximately .25 standard deviations for math and 
reading, which education researchers generally consider large. To put the gain in 
perspective, the difference between minority and white students nationwide is 
approximately 1 standard deviation. The benefits observed from the Charlotte CSF 
program are roughly one-quarter as large at the end of the first year. 

Parental and Student Satisfaction 

Another important indicator of the benefit of a program on students is how parents 
describe those benefits. While parents’ judgments may be distorted by the desire to affirm 
their decision, parents are particularly well-positioned to assess effects on their own 
children given how much more contextual information they have about how their 
children are doing. According to parents, having a scholarship to attend private school is 
clearly beneficial. Parents were asked to assign their child’s school a letter grade, A 
through F. Nearly twice as many choice parents gave their child’s school an A (53%), 
compared to the public school parents (26%). (See Table 4) Choice parents were also 
much more likely to report being “very satisfied” with virtually all aspects of their 
children’s school: location, safety, teaching quality, course content, class size, facilities, 
student respect for teachers, information on student progress, religious observance, 
parental support for school, discipline, clarity of school goals, teamwork among staff, 
teaching moral values, academic quality, and teacher respect for students.  
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Table 4: Parental Satisfaction 

Variable Choice Public Significance

Would Give School an A 53% 26% 0.00 
Percentage Very Satisfied With…       
School Location 47% 29% 0.00 
School Safety 58% 32% 0.00 
Teaching Quality 54% 27% 0.00 
What is Taught 64% 33% 0.00 
Class Size 61% 24% 0.00 
Facilities 53% 25% 0.00 
Students Respect Teachers 61% 31% 0.00 
Information on Student Progress 60% 29% 0.00 
Observe Religion 65% 25% 0.00 
Parental Support for School 58% 27% 0.00 
Discipline 53% 30% 0.00 
Clarity of School Goals 50% 25% 0.00 
Teamwork Among Staff 54% 26% 0.00 
Teaching Values 62% 27% 0.00 
Academic Quality 55% 27% 0.00 
Teachers Respect Students 58% 26% 0.00 
N 185-190 231-242   

Significance below .05 is conventionally considered statistically significant. 

The older students who completed a survey during the testing sessions similarly reported 
significantly more positive assessments of their private school than did those students 
who did not receive a scholarship. Roughly two in five students would give their choice 
school an A compared to 32% of public school students. (See Table 5) When students 
were asked how they feel about going to school each day 24% of the public school 
students said that they did not want to go compared to 9% of choice students. And 24% 
of non-scholarship students agreed that they did not feel safe at school compared to 9% 
of choice students. 

Table 5: Student Assessments of Schools 

Variable Choice Public Significance 
Would Give School an A 40% 32% 0.05 
Do Not Want to Go to School 9% 24% 0.00 
Do Not Feel Safe at School 9% 24% 0.03 
Strongly Agree that…       
Teachers are Interested in Students 52% 28% 0.00 
Teachers Listen 44% 26% 0.01 
Teaches are Fair 35% 22% 0.00 
Agree that…       
Students Get Along with Teachers 66% 38% 0.00 
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N 96-98 107-109   

Significance below .05 is conventionally considered statistically significant. 

Parental reports confirm student perceptions about safety at school. More than a third of 
public school parents reported problems with fighting in school (36%) compared to 16% 
of choice parents. (See Table 6) One-quarter of public school parents reported problems 
with racial conflict compared to 12% of choice parents. 22% of public school parents 
reported problems with guns or weapons at their children’s elementary schools compared 
to 11% of choice parents. And 25% of public school parents reported problems with 
destruction of property at school compared to 12% of choice parents. 

Table 6: Parent Description of School: 
Percentage Reporting Problems are Somewhat or Very Serious 

Variable Choice Public Significance

Fighting 16% 36% 0.00 
Racial Conflict 12% 25% 0.00 
Guns or Weapons at School 11% 22% 0.00 
Destroying Property 12% 25% 0.00 
Cheating 16% 36% 0.00  
Cutting Classes 15% 26% 0.01 
Tardiness 23% 33% 0.08 
N 185-188 233-238    

Significance below .05 is conventionally considered statistically significant. 

School Facilities and Services 

Given the overwhelmingly positive description of the choice schools and given the test 
score improvements, one might expect that the private schools are simply more luxurious 
schools with better resources. Far from it. Most of the private schools at which students 
used scholarships operate on nearly half as much money per pupil as do the public 
schools. Tuition at most of the private schools is well below $3,000 and additional 
fundraising brings no more than a few hundred dollars per student.  

With far less money it is not surprising to discover that the private schools have more 
sparse facilities and fewer services to offer. For example, only 70% of choice parents 
described their school as having a library compared to 90% of the public school parents. 
(See Table 7) Only 63% of choice parents said that their school had a gym compared to 
91% of public school parents. Only 71% of choice parents said that their school had a 
cafeteria compared to 89% of public school parents. Parents also reported fewer school 
services at the private schools. Only 18% of choice parents said that their school had a 
program for students learning to speak English compared to 50% of public school 
parents. Only 49% of choice parents said that their school had a program for learning 
disabilities compared to 71% of public school p arents. Only 51% of choice parents 
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reported program for gifted students at their schools compared to 72% of public school 
parents. Choice parents were also less likely to report that their school had a counselor, 
nurse, music program, art program, and prepared lunches. 

Table 7: Parent Description of School Facilities and Services 

Variable Choice Public Significance

Computer Lab 80% 85% 0.23 
Library 67% 90% 0.00 
Gym 63% 91% 0.00 
Cafeteria 71% 89% 0.00 
Program for Non-English Speakers 18% 50% 0.00 
Individual Tutors 64% 64% 0.92 
Program for Learning Disabilities 49% 71% 0.00 
Program for Gifted Students 51% 72% 0.00 
School Counselor 66% 83% 0.00 
Nurse 46% 79% 0.00 
Music Program 85% 93% 0.01 
Art Program 68% 79% 0.02 
After-School Program 92% 83% 0.00 
Prepared Lunch 74% 92% 0.00 
N 125-185 130-240   

Significance below .05 is conventionally considered statistically significant. 

There were some things that were equally or more available at choice schools. For 
example, choice and public schools were roughly equally likely to have a computer lab. 
And choice schools were equally likely to offer individual tutors and more likely to offer 
after-school programs. When parents report that they are more satisfied with the choice 
school facilities, they clearly must be focusing on these features that they believe are 
more important. Choice schools appear to have far fewer resources but to concentrate 
those resources on providing the facilities and services that parents value most. 

What Might Account for Choice School Success? 

If the private schools are not better funded and do not have nicer facilities and services by 
objective standards, why do parents like them so much? The most obvious answer is that 
parents like the choice schools because their children are learning more. But what might 
account for this better student achievement? While this study is not designed to address 
this question fully, it is possible to speculate based on the evidence that was collected. 
Some of the most important differences between the choice and public schools pertain to 
the quality and motivation of teachers in the two sectors. As we have already seen, 
parents give very strong marks to the quality of instruction at the choice schools. 
Interestingly, so do the students. Students are almost twice as likely to report that teachers 
at choice schools are “interested in students” than are public school students. (See Table 
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5) Choice students are also significantly more likely to report that their teachers listen to 
students, that teachers are fair, and that students get along with teachers. 

Despite having less money for teacher salaries and benefits, private schools appear to be 
better able to recruit quality teachers and dismiss bad ones. They may attract more quality 
teachers because they can offer positive working conditions, an organization with a clear 
sense of mission, and greater autonomy in the classroom. Layers of bureaucratic 
regulations and control in the public schools, perhaps a by-product of political 
governance of the schools, makes it difficult for public schools to maintain positive 
working conditions, agree on a clear mission, or provide autonomy in the classroom. 
Importantly, school district and union rules also make the removal of bad teachers much 
more difficult in public schools than in private schools.  

Choice and public schools also differ in their overall size and in their average class size. 
The median choice student is enrolled in a school that has between 151 and 300 students. 
The median public school student is in a school that has between 451 and 600 students. 
The median choice student is in a class that has between 11 and 15 students, while the 
median public school student is in a class with between 21 and 25 students. Education 
researchers are increasingly recognizing that there may be diseconomies of scale in 
education.6  That is, smaller school districts tend to do better than larger school districts, 
smaller school buildings tend to do better than larger school buildings, and smaller 
classrooms may do better than larger classrooms. Smallness may permit the development 
of a sense of community and common purpose, which may be key to school success. And 
smallness obviates the need for rigid rules that restrict the autonomy of principals and 
teachers. 

Some critics of school choice suggest that small classes in private schools “explain” the 
achievement benefits of voucher and private scholarship programs. If only public schools 
were provided with additional resources to reduce class size, they too could improve 
achievement. This, of course, begs the question: why have the private schools with fewer 
resources been able to produce significantly smaller classes than public schools? And 
what assurance is there that additional funds for public schools will lead to reduced class 
size and not to higher paid teachers or more non-teaching staff?  

Interestingly, adding class size to the model in Table 3 that estimates student achievement 
shows that class size is not significantly related to student achievement in our sample. In 
other words, class size does not “explain” the achievement benefits of receiving a 
scholarship to attend private school in Charlotte.  

In addition, one should not attempt to explain why private schools appear to outperform 
public schools while attempting to estimate whether private schools outperform public 
schools. By analogy, if we want to know whether the Cubs or Yankees are better baseball 
teams, we should not control for pitching, hitting, and fielding. Pitching, hitting, and 
fielding may help explain why one team is better than another, but they should not be 
considered when assessing whether one team is better than another. Similarly, when we 
are addressing whether students do better when they have access to a private school with 
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a scholarship we should not attempt to control for those factors that may help explain 
why private schools may be better. 

Creaming and Dumping 

Another prominent explanation for private school success is that private schools are able 
to select their students by skimming off the cream of students and dumping the 
undesirable students. In truth, public schools can also be selective. Some magnet and 
other public school programs have academic or racial criteria for admission. And students 
whom the public schools decide they cannot educate properly are sometimes sent to other 
public schools or to private schools at public expense. Not every public school is 
obligated to accept every student.  

In our sample we saw little evidence to suggest that private schools were creaming the 
best students and dumping the worst. First, almost no private schools were administering 
admissions tests to select academically advantaged students. Families who were unable to 
get their children into the schools they desired were asked to provide the reasons for their 
inability to gain access to those schools. More than three-fifths of these families cited 
financial constraints as blocking their access to a desired school. According to parental 
reports only two students out of all of the students offered a scholarship failed to gain 
admission to a private school because of an admissions test.  

Second, there is no evidence that private schools expelled undesirable students or asked 
them not to return. Parents of students who did not complete the year at the same private 
school were asked to describe the reason for their switch. Not one reported that they 
switched schools because their child was expelled. And of those parents who reported 
that they might not return to the same school next year not one reported that their child 
was asked not to return. In short, there is virtually no evidence that the choice schools 
academically screened their students for admission or expelled or “counseled out” 
students they found undesirable. 

Parents were also asked whether their children had any physical handicaps, learning 
disabilities, or issues learning to speak English. Very few reported physical handicaps, 
only 3% of choice students and 2% of public school parents. Similarly low percentages of 
choice and public school parents reported that English was not their child’s native 
language. However, choice parents reported fewer children with learning disabilities 
(4%) than did public school parents (13%). As we have already observed, given their 
lower level of funding fewer private schools offer special programs for learning 
disabilities. This difference in the percentage of students with learning disabilities may 
also be partially explained by differing incentives in the public and private schools to 
label students as having learning disabilities. Public schools obtain additional resources 
for students labeled as learning-disabled and may be able to exempt learning-disabled 
students from accountability testing. 

While this difference in learning disabled students at choice and public schools is 
significant, it is not necessarily evidence of creaming or dumping. It may be evidence of 



parental choice. Parents of children with special needs are more likely to choose schools 
that have additional funds to offer programs that address those special needs. A fair test 
of whether private schools are avoiding learning disabled students would compare the 
rates of learning disabilities when private schools are given the same additional resources 
to serve those children as the public schools receive. In the absence of such a test, this 
evidence on learning disabilities is ambiguous. 

In general, choice schools were accepting students with scholarships who were 
considerably more disadvantaged than typical students in Charlotte. Three-quarters of the 
choice students were African-American, while a little more than one-third of all students 
in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg school district are African-American.7  As of 1990 the 
average family income in Charlotte was nearly $34,000, almost $10,000 more than the 
average family income of choice students 10 years later. Almost one-third (32%) of 
choice families report that they receive some kind of public assistance, such as food 
stamps or welfare, while the 1990 census reports that only 5% of households in Charlotte 
were on public assistance. And even after one year of the scholarship, choice students 
were still scoring well below the national average on standardized tests (although they 
were scoring significantly better than they would have had they not received the 
scholarship). 

It takes some doing to suggest that the scholarship families that enrolled in private school 
are the cream when those families are more likely to be African-American, low income, 
on public assistance, and score below-average on test scores than typical families in 
Charlotte or the United States. It is clear that the CSF program in Charlotte is 
successfully targeting disadvantaged students. While it may not reach the most severely 
disadvantaged, just as Food Stamps or housing vouchers do not always reach the most 
disadvantaged, the scholarship program is clearly offering opportunities to families that 
lack them. And it is also clear that the private schools are taking on these disadvantaged 
students, not creaming off the best and dumping the worst. 

Implications for School Choice Policies 

The privately-funded scholarship program in Charlotte differs from what a publicly-
funded school choice program would likely be in a number of respects. First, the 
scholarship had a low monetary value and always required a significant co-payment from 
the family toward tuition. A publicly-funded voucher would likely be worth considerably 
more money and would require little if any co-payment from the receiving families. This 
difference may alter the benefit we would expect to see from gaining access to private 
schools. The additional money a publicly-funded voucher would provide to private 
schools might increase the expected benefit, but the reduced co-payment from families 
might alter the characteristics of participating families and reduce the benefit.  

Second, privately-funded scholarships place little or no regulation on the activities of 
private schools, while publicly-funded vouchers would likely carry with them more 
regulation. That regulation might improve the benefits of the program by ensuring equal 

http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/cr_12a.htm#n7


access and the provision of consumer information, but regulation might also reduce the 
benefits of the program by encumbering schools. 

Third, the CSF scholarship program was small enough so that its recipients could be 
accommodated by spare capacity in existing private schools. A larger, publicly-funded 
school choice program would require the addition of new private schools. The outcomes 
in new private schools might be better or worse than that observed in existing schools. 

There is no way of addressing these issues fully without attempting additional publicly-
funded programs on a larger scale. The results from the evaluation of the Charlotte CSF 
scholarship program strongly suggest that attempting larger-scale, publicly-funded 
programs is desirable. The positive findings from Charlotte are consistent with positive 
results from evaluations of privately-funded programs in New York, Washington, D.C., 
and Dayton as well as pilot, public choice programs in Milwaukee and Cleveland. 
Whether those positive results will hold when school choice is attempted in a more 
complete way cannot be known at present. The existing evidence is encouraging enough 
that we should implement new school choice programs to see if these significant benefits 
can be reproduced on a larger scale. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The Children's Scholarship Fund Philadelphia (CSFP) is a non-profit organization dedicated 
solely to supporting the educational progress of economically disadvantaged students. CSFP 
accomplishes this task primarily through the provision of scholarships to those disadvantaged students 
wanting to attend private schools in Philadelphia. In early 2003, Dr. Alex Schuh of FRONTIER 21 and 
Dr. Elaine Simon of the University of Pennsylvania's Center for Urban Studies evaluated the progress 
that CSFP was making toward achieving their goals. This report discusses the findings and methods of 
that evaluation.  
 

This evaluation study was completed as Philadelphia and the rest of nation are undergoing a 
period of tremendous educational change and experimentation. One aim of the evaluation was to assist 
CSFP with understanding their role in the larger context of school choice and school reform that is 
shaping the future of education in Philadelphia.  
 

More than any other time in the past 100 years, parents are being provided diverse 
opportunities to choose the types of educational environments they want for their children. Under new 
federal “No Child Left Behind Act” legislation, parents are being offered a chance to choose the 
traditional public school to which they would like to send their child. Charter school legislation in 26 
states, including Pennsylvania, is creating new types of privately run public schools, most of which 
choose their students by lottery. Private management companies have begun bringing new models for 
education to Philadelphia’s public schools under the State takeover of the Philadelphia School District. 
In selected states and major cities, government agencies have begun providing money towards 
vouchers that allow students to attend private schools, though this approach is currently being 
challenged in state and federal courts. The Pennsylvania Education Improvement Tax Credit (EITC) 
law is allowing corporations to donate tax-free funds to scholarship programs that assist families 
wanting to send their children to private schools. Finally, the number of students being home schooled 
across the country is estimated at two million, and is growing rapidly. Each of these options presents a 
unique set of advantages and challenges to parents, educators and policymakers. One of the primary 
advantages of scholarship organizations such as CSFP has been their ability to connect economically 
disadvantaged students with institutions that serve their unique needs and interests.  

 
The majority of this study’s activities focused primarily on the contexts and achievements of 

the CSFP program during the academic year 2002-03, and on the educational experiences of the 
scholarship recipients and their families. This final project report provides an overview of the goals of 
the evaluation, the methods used during the data collection (with additional information in the 
Appendix), results from the surveys, interviews, focus groups and observations, a discussion of the 
findings, and recommendations for the program’s future.  
 
Goals of the Evaluation Project 

As the first evaluation of the CSF Philadelphia program since its inception in 1998, this study 
was designed to accomplish three main objectives:  

1. to assess the impact of the program on the students and parents who have received 
CSFP scholarships,  
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2. to provide CSFP with information that will help them to better achieve their goals in the 
future, and  

3. to prepare CSFP to collect additional information that will be useful for tracking the 
progress of their participants over time. 

 
Multiple evaluation questions were needed to investigate the nature of the contexts and 

experiences of CSFP scholarship students. The evaluators asked:  
 

a) How do the students’ experiences in their new schools compare to their previous school 
experiences?  

b) How do the parents’ experiences with the new schools compare to their previous 
experiences with their children’s schools?  

c) What are the factors affecting successful participation in the program?  
d) What are the long-term outcomes of the program?  
 

These questions were addressed through a series of surveys, interviews, site visits and focus groups. 
All of these data collection efforts were completed by early Summer, 2003.  
 
Results from the Survey of Participating Schools 
 
 All of the schools that were participating in the CSFP program during the 2002-03 school year 
were surveyed to obtain data on their programs, on their involvement with CSFP and CSFP's 
scholarship students, and on the progress of the CSFP students enrolled in their school in the Spring of 
2003. Two hundred eight (208) schools were surveyed, nearly all of the estimated 220 private schools 
in the City of Philadelphia. A total of 169 schools (81.3%) returned completed survey forms.   
 
School Characteristics 
 
LONGEVITY 
 Of the schools surveyed, the great majority (87%) had been in operation for more than 16 
years. Only 8 schools (5%) had been in operation for five years or less. The longevity of the CSFP-
participating schools reflects the fact that Philadelphia has a long and established history of private and 
religious education serving all sectors of the City.  
 
TUITION 

Tuition costs ranged from a low of $1,100 per year to a high of $22,000 per year. Of all the 
variations in the operations of the participating schools, tuition was the most diverse, with some 
schools only taking students who belonged to their associated church, some having special tuition for 
members of their religious organization who were not members of their church, and some having 
special (higher) tuition for children who were not members of their religious organizations. In general, 
tuition costs were similar across grade levels within schools, with parents paying similar tuition 
amounts across age levels. Another area of variation was in the charging of fees. Twenty-seven 
schools (16%) charged no additional fees for services, whereas others charged a range of 5 dollars to 
950 dollars over tuition costs. The average fee was $190 per student.  Fees included:  
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• Activity Fee  
• Materials Fee  
• Book Fee  
• Uniform Fee  
• Lunch Fee  
• Application Fee  
• Admission Test Fee  
• Service Fee  
• Registration Fee  
• Extracurricular Fee  
• Yard Supervision Fee  
• Church Contributions  
• School Trips  
• Non-supporting Fee  
• Non-Fundraising Fee  
• Parent Association Fee 
• Computer Fee, and  
• Onetime Fee. 

 
These fees can be a major source of funds for some schools, but may not be completely clear to 
parents when they are considering a program for their child.  

 
Students and their families can offset their tuition costs and fees through tuition assistance 

from the school, CSFP scholarships, other scholarship funds, and sometimes a combination of all 
three. The surveyed schools indicated that an average of 17% of their families receive tuition 
assistance from the school. This ranged from a low of 0 % to a high of 100%. Responding schools 
reported a similar amount of families receiving scholarships from outside agencies other than CSFP: 
an average of 18% of families in those schools received assistance from non-CSFP scholarship 
programs including BLOCS (for Catholics), the Connelly Foundation, the Kremer Foundation, 
individual church scholarships, and memorial funds. Some schools reported having no scholarship 
programs other than CSFP (24 schools- 17%), while some reported having as many as seven different 
programs.  

 
The average amount of CSFP scholarship funds provided per student for 2002-03 was $863. 

This amount was just below half of the average amount of tuition costs charged by the participating 
schools ($1,998).  

 
SCHOOL CLIMATE 

Surveyed schools were asked about the characteristics of their environment, for CSFP's use in 
informing parents and students regarding the types of activities and services available in each school, 
and to determine the types of services that CSFP students were currently receiving. When asked 
whether they had an active parent association at their school, 148 schools (89%) indicated that they 
had that structure in place.  
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The CSFP-participating schools were asked what percentage of their families were “low 
income” (less than $20,000 per year). Although many schools did not have an estimate (29 schools- 
17%), those that collected that information or could make a reasonable estimate indicated that, on 
average, thirty-three percent (33%) of their families earned less than $20,000. Half of the schools 
estimated that thirty percent (30%) or more of their families fell into that income bracket, while half 
indicated that less than thirty percent (30%) of their families earned that amount. The average income 
of CSFP families for 2002-03 was $25,373. 

 
Private schools are often cited as not having to "take all comers", as the public schools must, 

and therefore they can be considered to "cream", or take the best students, who would otherwise attend 
the neighborhood public schools (or be home-schooled). One area that private schools are felt to be 
particularly weak in is providing services to "special education" students. This survey found that, 
although the majority of surveyed schools (100- 62%) did not provide services to special needs 
students, 61 schools (38%) did provide those services.  

 
The schools participating in CSFP were asked about the types of extra-curricular activities that 

they provided for students. The chart below indicates the types of activities available at the schools, 
and the percentages of schools offering those activities.  

 
Table 1. Extra-curricular Activities Offered by CSFP- Participating Schools 

ACTIVITY 

After 
School 
Art 

After 
School 
Music 

After School 
Dance/ 
Theater 

After 
School 
Sports 

After School 
Clubs and Other 
Activities 

PERCENTAGE 
OF SCHOOLS 5 % 45 % 86% 85% 37% 

 
The majority of surveyed schools offer a variety of extra-curricular programs for their students, with 
the most popular being sports, dance and theater.  

 
TESTING 
 Private schools are often criticized for not holding students accountable to the same types of 
standards set for public school students. In particular, these schools are often portrayed as not 
assessing their students with the type of rigorous standardized assessments that the students would 
otherwise take if they were enrolled in the local public school. However, this study found that 161 
schools of the 169 (95%) surveyed gave some form of standardized test to track their students’ 
academic progress. Over half of the schools (88- 52%) tested students using the Terra Nova test, the 
same test currently being used by the School District of Philadelphia. The second most widely used 
test was the Stanford Achievement Test: 22 schools (13%) used this test, which was the test used by 
the School District of Philadelphia until the most recent school year. Six schools (4%) administered 
the Pennsylvania System of School Assessments (PSSA), which is the statewide test used to assess 
progress in Pennsylvania public schools. Most schools tested students in every grade above Grade 2.  
 
RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION 
 Of the schools surveyed, ninety percent (90%) had some religious affiliation. The most 
prevalent affiliations were with the Catholic Church/Archdiocese of Philadelphia (59%) and the 
Society of Friends/Quakers (4%).  Other religious affiliations included:  
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• Baptist  
• Islamic 
• Jewish 
• Presbyterian 
• Lutheran 
• Episcopalian 
• Church of God 
• Catholic- Byzantine Rite 
• Ukrainian Catholic 
• Crooked Places Made Straight Ministries 
• Anglican 
• Mennonite and  
• Seventh Day Adventist.  

 
ASSESSMENTS OF CSFP 
 The 169 schools responding to the survey were asked to assess the CSFP program and the 
CSFP scholarship students attending their school. They were asked to compare the CSFP students to 
other students in their schools on five key variables.  

• With regard to Academics, ninety-four percent (94%) felt that the CSFP students were about 
the same or higher achieving than their fellow students.  

• With regard to Family Income, ninety-nine percent (99%) of the schools felt that the CSFP 
students were about the same or lower income than their fellow students.  

• In the area of Parent Involvement, an important factor for student success, ninety-one percent 
(91%) of the schools indicated that the CSFP parents had about the same or higher parent 
involvement in their child's education than their fellow parents.  

• Ninety-six percent (96%) of the schools felt that their CSFP students were about the same or 
higher in Attendance than their peers.  

• The large majority of the schools (93%) indicated that the number of CSFP students' 
Disciplinary Incidents was about the same or lower than their fellow students'.  

 
 The participating schools were asked in the survey whether they had seen any improvement or 
worsening in CSFP students' academic performance, attendance, or need for discipline since coming to 
school, which are strong indications of how well students are adjusting to their new environments. 
Regarding Academics, 100% of the schools felt that the CSFP students were doing about the same or 
better than when they first arrived. Ninety-nine percent (99%) of the schools felt that the CSFP 
students' Attendance was about the same or better since coming to the school. And all of the schools 
(100%) felt that students' needs for Discipline since coming to the school were about the same or 
better, with thirty percent (30%) indicating that the need for discipline of the CSFP students had 
decreased.  
 
 When asked if they had ever referred parents to CSFP, most of the schools (87%) stated that 
they had done so. When asked if they would accept more CSFP students in the future, three quarters of 
the schools (76%) said that they definitely would, two schools (1%) said they would not, and nearly 
one-quarter of the schools (23%) said that their decision would depend on the characteristics of the 
individual CSFP student.  
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 Finally, when asked whether the CSFP staff had been responsive to the needs and requests of 
the schools, nearly all of the schools (98%) reported that they had been Very or Somewhat 
Responsive, while three schools (2%) believed the staff had been Not Very or Not at All Responsive. 
  

A comment section of the survey provided an opportunity for schools to provide feedback to 
the program. Most comments were positive and appreciative of the program. The following responses 
are typical of the feedback that the schools provided on the survey forms:  

 
"THANK YOU VERY MUCH, WE ARE DEEPLY GRATEFUL", and  
 
"CSFP SEEMS TO HAVE DEVELOPED AN EFFICIENT MANNER IN WHICH TO HANDLE 
PAPERWORK & CORRESPONDENCE."  
 

One school felt that it was "HARD TO REACH ANYONE IN THE CSFP OFFICE", however.  
 

Several schools stated in their comments that they were closing in the Fall of 2003. The 
majority of those schools were run by the Catholic Archdiocese of Philadelphia.  
 
Student Attendance and Disciplinary Information 
 
 All of the surveyed schools were asked to report on attendance and disciplinary actions taken 
regarding each of the CSFP students in their schools (In School Suspensions {lower level}, Out of 
School Suspensions {higher level}, and Detentions). Of the 1,333 CSFP students reported on (out of 
1,640- 81%), only one percent (1%) had withdrawn. It is clear from this information that the CSFP 
students are being retained by their schools at very high rates, with only a very few withdrawing by the 
end of the academic year. Even if students withdraw from their school, the CSFP scholarship is 
portable from school to school: students can move within Philadelphia and take the scholarship with 
them. If families must move to a different neighborhood or otherwise have a need to attend a different 
private school, they do not risk losing their funding. There appears to be little need to exercise this 
option, however, at least during the course of the academic year.  
 
 Student absences reported by the schools were generally low, with students missing fewer than 
6 days, on average, by the end of the school year. This corresponds with an estimated average daily 
attendance rate of ninety-six percent (96%). Seventy-five percent (75%) of the students missed 8 days 
or fewer. Several students (4%) missed over 20 school days (which corresponds to an average daily 
attendance rate of 87%), however, with the highest reported absence being 54 days (a 67% average 
daily attendance rate). Some schools appear to maintain students on their roles even when faced with 
very high rates of absence 
 
 Very few students were reported as having had serious discipline problems at their schools. 
Only 26 students (<1%) were given in-school suspensions, and 14 students were given out-of-school 
suspensions (<1%). Fourteen percent (14%) of students were given some kind of after school or 
Saturday detentions, with less than one-tenth of one percent (<.1%) receiving 30 or more detentions.  
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Results from the Student Focus Groups 
 
 Two student focus groups were conducted with CSFP students in grades 3 to 5 and 6 to 8, 
respectively. Students from younger grades (K-2) were not requested to participate due to the 
difficulty of interviewing very young children in group settings, and students of high school age were 
not contacted because the program will be focusing only on serving students in grades K-8 in the 
future. Five students participated in the focus group of younger students, while 7 students participated 
in the older group.  
 
 The students were asked a series of questions about their adjustment to the school, their 
activities before, during and after school, their participation in projects or extra-curricular activities, 
and whether they are treated any differently from other students because they are on a scholarship to 
attend. Overall, students in both groups indicated that they enjoyed their schools, that the schools felt 
very safe, that they were generally accepted there, and that the schools had considerable projects and 
extra-curricular activities for them to be involved in. Most of the students interviewed attended their 
school with a sibling or cousin, making the school feel less remote, and more an extension of their 
family. This reinforces the concept that CSFP ascribes to that their scholarships are enabling parents to 
find and develop supportive educational communities for their children.  
 
Grades 3-5 
 The students were generally positive about their schools, pointing out features that they liked, 
including classes (science, spelling and computers were particularly attractive), teachers, and fellow 
students. One student described what she had done in her favorite class, Spelling, that day.  
 

Interviewer:  "So your favorite class is Spelling." 
Student:  "I really like Spelling. My teacher teaches all of my classes. But I like that the 

best." 
Interviewer:  "Tell me what you did in Spelling today." 
Student:  "Spelling, we had to write sentences with each spelling word." 
Interviewer:  "Do you remember any of the words?" 
Student:  "Um, Animals, However, words like that." 
 

The students were asked about the resources available at their school, and how often they used them. 
 

Interviewer:  "We were just talking about computers. Does everyone have computers at their 
school?" 

Students:  "Yes." 
Interviewer:  "How often do you use them?" 
Student:  "Every day." 
Student:  "Every Thursday." 
Student:  "Every day and every Friday." 
Interviewer:  "What do you use them for? Is it mostly for learning Math and Reading?" 
Student:  "Projects. Powerpoint projects mostly." 
Student:  "We’re doing animation, making a movie on our computer." 
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A preliminary analysis of the focus group interviews finds that the students seem to be adjusting well 
to their schools, and to be making good use of the classes and materials available at those schools.  
 
Grades 6-8 
 The students in the middle grades focus group indicated that they generally felt safe and 
enjoyed their school. Their schools felt like communities to them, and they frequently mentioned the 
word “community” when describing their school. The students felt generally that the academic and 
social atmospheres were rewarding, and were a good fit with their interests. In keeping with the 
concept that middle school is a time when students begin to focus on the ideas of equity, social 
grouping and social opportunity, several students talked about the social atmosphere at the schools 
they attended.  
 

Interviewer:  "What is the best thing about your school?" 
Student:  "The best thing is Spirit Day. Students are supposed to dress up in the school 

colors. Some don't but they don't send you home or anything. Our grade had an 
Olympic theme, where the students were different sports." 

Interviewer:  "Did you do a sport?" 
Student:  "Yeah. I chose boxing. We trained for a few weeks. I was supposed to go down 

and the other girl would win. It was great!" 
 

Another student focused on the social atmosphere at their school. 
 

Interviewer:  "Do you like going to your school?" 
Student:  "I enjoy it. Thanks to the scholarship fund, they've allowed us to go to the 

school. My two sisters and my brother also go there. What I like best is the 
teachers and the Principal. Even though they might get mad or yell, scream, 
they show they care. It's like a family school. The Principal is the mother of our 
teacher. My other teacher is the wife of the Principal's brother." 

 
The Arts were particularly inspiring to the students. 
 

Interviewer:  "Tell me about your other classes." 
Student:  "We have Art classes every Thursday at 11:30. I really like it." 
Interviewer:  "What are you doing in Art  these days?" 
Student:  "We started out doing comic books. I have mine with me. I'm still working on it. 

But we might do a mural. We're just starting to plan it out. That will be cool." 
  

Student:  “Yes, in art class, they try to get you to do a lot of things, and there’s a lot of 
hands-on things that they teach you.  Our mini courses, I think they’re really 
creative, hands-on. In one of the classes there’s dissection and you get to take 
trips places to go see, like maybe we’ll go out sometime and go to the park and 
go hear birds, and it makes you think, and then when we get back we have to 
remember what we hear.  I think that it’s fun.”   

  
Students in the “older” focus group generally felt safe at the school: 
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Interviewer:  “Do you feel safe at school?” 
Student:  “Yes because we don’t have to worry about any violence or any weapons 

brought into school.  There are no unsafe places.  We have a safety program – 
they teach you about the dangers of having violence in the schools.  We 
watched a movie about kids that brought a gun to school and shot a couple kids 
and they talk to us about how violence is bad.” 

 
Student:  “In my school we have the peace program, where the kids nominate peace 

people, like peacemakers, and they hang their pictures on the wall, and at the 
end of the year someone gets the peace medal.  The teachers decide on who gets 
the medal.”  

 
 
The academics for the older students were generally thought to be challenging and interesting.  
 

Student:  “My favorite class is science; it’s very hands-on and a lot of fun.  I like doing 
experiments, that’s what we sometimes do.  We did an experiment on leaves 
where we had to put stuff on leaves to see what colors they would turn.  We did 
something similar to that with rocks, and we went to this place called ring rocks, 
and we took hammers and they made a ringing sound.” 

 
Student:  “I like Social studies- I like learning about different countries and their capitals.  

I like drawing the country or the continent and learn about the different things 
they have in their countries.” 

 
Student:  “Math is my favorite class because we get to do a lot of stuff and we learn a lot 

and I really like math, I’m really good at it.  Anything – projects, I really like 
when our teacher gives us projects, when we work on the computers.  This year 
we were learning geometry and we made a robot out of all different shapes and 
stuff.” 

 
Because several of the students were attending religious schools, they were asked how they felt 

about the religious aspect of their school. Most indicated that the religion was a benign but relatively 
pleasant aspect of their school. A couple of students felt that their school was a bit “strict” and students 
were probably “not having much fun” to the extent that they would like. Other students mentioned that 
their attention to religion had grown stronger by exploring religious issues in their school. 
 

Student:  “We get religion essentials – they give you a word and you got to define the 
definition, in your regular classroom.  We go to Mass every Friday.  I’m 
Baptist, and I go to a Catholic school.  It doesn’t make me feel any different 
because it’s mostly the same.  Feelings about religion have changed a little bit 
because they teach you about what a Christian is and how to be a Christian and 
they get into more detail about Jesus and God.” 

 
Student: “When I was in my old school, I really wasn’t into religion, but now that I’m in 

this school I’m more into religion.”   
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The focus group students were also asked about their plans for the future. The middle grades 

students all indicated some interest in attending college, though most were focused on the high schools 
that they would be attending. Most of the students named private high schools as their first choice after 
leaving their current school.  
 
Results from the Student Survey 
 
 One hundred fifty CSFP students in grades 4 through 8 were selected at random, and sent a 
one-page survey form to complete. A total of 74 (50%) of surveyed students returned completed 
surveys. The median grade of students returning the survey was 6, and the median age was 12 years 
old, with a range of 9 to 15 years.  
 

The students reported attending their CSFP-sponsored schools an average of 4.5 years, with a 
low of 1 year of attendance and a high of 9 years. The large majority of students came to their 
scholarship school either from public school or as entering Kindergartners (80%). Only twenty percent 
(20%) of students who had previously attended private schools received the CSFP scholarship.  

 
 The students were asked what their academic grades had been in their previous school (if they 
had gone to another) and how their grades were in their current school. Seventy-nine percent (79%) of 
the students surveyed who had gone to another school stated that their grades in their previous school 
were Good or Excellent, and a similar seventy-nine percent (79%) of those same students felt that their 
current grades were Good or Excellent. Eighty-five percent (85%) of students who had only attended 
their current school felt that their grades were Good or Excellent.  Generally, the estimates of 
academic achievement levels were similar for both transferring and non-transferring students. 
  
 When asked how interested they were in their current schoolwork, fifty-four percent (54%) of 
the students stated that they were very interested. Only one student stated that they were not interested 
in their schoolwork. When asked whether they felt their school environment was safe, all but one 
student stated that they felt safe at their school (99%).  
 
 The students were asked whether they participated in any type of extra-curricular activity 
offered by their school. Two thirds of the students (68%) reported that they were involved in some 
type of after-school program at their school. The most popular activity was sports (38%), with the next 
most popular activity being tutoring assistance (22%). Table 2 below provides more details on 
students' extra-curricular activities.  
 
Table 2. Extra-curricular Activities of CSFP Students 

ACTIVITY 

After 
School
Art 

After 
School
Music 

After 
School 
Dance/ 
Theater 

After 
School 
Sports 

After 
School 
Tutoring 

No After 
School 
Activities 

PERCENTAGE 
OF STUDENTS 
PARTICIPATING 

8 % 14 % 14% 38% 22% 32% 

 

CSFP EVALUATION REPORT – September 2003  11 
 



 When the students were asked whether they could get extra assistance with their schoolwork at 
their CSFP-sponsored school if they needed it, the large majority of the students (96%) felt that they 
could get that assistance. When asked whether they felt that their CSFP school was too difficult, just 
right or too easy, seven percent (7%) felt that it was too difficult, eighty-eight percent (88%) felt that it 
was just right, and five percent (5%) felt that their school was too easy.  
 
 Regarding the social climate of the school, students were asked whether it was difficult or easy 
to make friends at their school. The large majority (90%) felt that it was easy to make friends at their 
CSFP-sponsored school.  
 

The students were asked how they felt about seven important characteristics of their school: the 
teachers, the principal, the other students, their classwork, their homework, the afterschool programs at 
the school, and the computers. Students favored the computers most of all in their CSFP schools 
(77%), followed by the other students, the teachers, the afterschool programs, the principal, their 
classwork and homework (the lowest rated, at 37%). Over fifty percent (50%) of the students surveyed 
indicated that they liked "a lot" most of the important aspects of their schools. The responses to this 
question are provided in Table 3 below.  

 
Table 3. Student Appreciation of Important Aspects of the School Environment 

School Aspect Like it very much 
The computers 77% 
The other students 70% 
The teachers 68% 
The afterschool programs 66% 
The principal 62% 
The classwork 51% 
The homework 37% 

 
The students were asked what they would change about their schools if they could change just 

one thing. Fifteen percent (15%) stated that they would not change anything: "Nothing. It is perfect." 
The majority of other students focused on extra-curricular activities and lunch: "Better hot lunches. 
More after-school activities."  Some focused on specific changes desired at the school: "We could 
have more music classes, because our music teacher quit." 

 
When students were asked whether or not they were going back to their school next year, the 

large majority of students below eighth grade (90%) indicated that they were. Most of the eighth 
graders (90%) were in their final year at their school, and would be required to go to another school 
for ninth grade.  Several of the younger students who were not returning commented that they could 
not return because their schools were being permanently closed down. As one student stated: “I WISH 
MY SCHOOL WAS NOT CLOSING IN JUNE.  I AM GOING TO A NEW SCHOOL IN SEPTEMBER.” 
 
Results from the Parent Survey 
 
 Three hundred parents of CSFP students in grades Kindergarten through 8 were selected at 
random to participate in this evaluation study. All three hundred were sent a two page survey to 
complete. Of the 300 parents receiving the survey, 163 (54%) returned completed survey forms.  
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 The parent survey was designed to determine some background information about the CSFP 
parents that the program had not already gathered, and to obtain feedback about the program's impact 
on their CSFP scholarship child(ren). The first part of the two page survey asked about their family in 
general, and the second part asked specifically about their youngest child in the CSFP program. 
Because the parents surveyed did not include parents of students only in the ninth grade and above, all 
of the youngest children about which the parents responded were in grades Kindergarten though 8.    

 
DEMOGRAPHICS 
 Some of the parents did have CSFP scholarship children in 9th grade and above (7%). While 
over half (56%) of the parents surveyed had only 1 child in the CSFP program, twenty-seven percent 
(27%) had two, fourteen percent (14%) had three, three percent (3%) had four, and one percent (1%) 
had five. The parents of CSFP 3rd graders represented the largest contingent responding to the survey 
(24%), while parents of 11th and 12th graders were the smallest group responding (1% each).  
 

In the coming year, new scholarships will only be given to three eligible students per 
household.  Under these rules, only four percent (4%) of families currently participating would not be 
eligible for scholarships for all of their children.  

 
 Forty-one percent (41%) of parents surveyed were raising their children in two parent 
households. Eighty-one percent (81%) of parents surveyed cared for more than one child in their 
house. Nearly one half (48%) of parents reported that they had two children in their household, with a 
few parents (2%) reporting they had as many as 7 children altogether in their household.   The average 
number of children per scholarship household was reported to be 2.7. The numbers of children in the 
households varied from 1 to 7.  
 
 Parents were asked how many miles they lived from their CSFP sponsored school and how 
many miles they lived from a regular public school. Parents lived, on average, three miles from their 
CSFP child's schools, and, on average, one mile from the nearest regular public school. Considering 
that traffic in the City can be difficult, parents and students are making substantially more effort in 
terms of transportation to connect to their CSFP school than they would otherwise need to connect to 
their local public school.  
 
 When asked about their ethnic backgrounds, nearly one-third (34%) indicated that they were 
Caucasian, nearly one half (48%) were African-American, thirteen percent (13%) were Hispanic and 
the remainder (6%) were Asian-American.  
 

Parents' formal schooling levels differed significantly, as well. Over half (57%) had taken 
some college coursework. Eighty-nine percent had graduated from high school. More information on 
parents' levels of formal schooling is provided in Chart 1 below.  
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CHART 1. CSFP PARENTS' EDUCATION LEVELS

Below 9th Grade
3% Some High School

8%

Graduated High School
32%

Some College
41%

Graduated College
15%

Master's Degree
1%

 
The parents’ reportedly high levels of academic achievement relative to the general population in 
Philadelphia is consistent with findings that parents who pursue educational choices are more devoted 
to education as a means of upward mobility (Howell, Peterson et al., 2002, The Education Gap: 
Vouchers and Urban Schools, Brookings Institution).  
 
 The CSFP parents surveyed were asked to respond to questions about their youngest child in 
the CSFP program (students in grades K-8). When asked if they knew the mission of their child's 
school, ninety-one percent (91%) stated that they did know that school's mission. When asked if they 
volunteered their time at their child's school, sixty percent (60%) indicated that they volunteered for 
the school. When asked if they were involved in fundraising at the school, nearly all (90%) stated that 
they were involved in fundraising activities. Note that several schools charge additional fees if parents 
do not volunteer or contribute to fundraising efforts.  
 

When asked whether they had concerns about their child's safety at their CSFP-sponsored 
school, one-fifth of parents (22%) stated that they did have safety concerns. The CSFP parents were 
asked whether their child's behaviors had improved in four key areas since coming to their CSFP-
sponsored schools. Every parent (100%) reported that their child's behaviors had been better or about 
the same in the following areas: academics, attendance, the need for discipline at school, and the need 
for discipline at home. The academic behaviors of students were reported to be most improved, with 
nearly three quarters of parents (71%) stating that their child's academic behavior was better than 
before they attended their CSFP-sponsored school.  
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 The CSFP parents were asked to rate the importance of various factors in choosing their CSFP-
child's school. The most important factors reported by parents were the academic reputation of the 
school (97%) and the presence of good teachers and high quality instruction (96%). The least 
important factor, though still important to almost half of the parents (48%), was a child's poor 
performance in their previous school. For more information on the reasons parents provided for 
choosing their CSFP child's school, see Table 5 below.  
 
Table 5. Parents' Reasons for Selecting their CSFP Child's School 

REASONS 

Important/ 
Very 

Important 
Good teachers and high quality of instruction 97% 
Academic reputation of this school 96% 
I prefer the emphasis and educational philosophy of this school 92% 
Safety for my child 90% 
Religious instruction 88% 
Cost of the school 83% 
Promises made in the school’s literature 83% 
Financial aid from the school for my child 79% 
Recommendations of a teacher or official  75% 
Convenient location 71% 
My child wanted to attend this school 70% 
Recommendations of friends or neighbors 63% 
I was unhappy with the curriculum & instruction at his/her previous school 62% 
My child has special needs that were not met at his/her previous school 50% 
My child was performing poorly at their previous school 48% 

 
As can be seen from the table above, safety is a major concern for parents when choosing a school. 
However, a school’s academic reputation and educational emphasis is sometimes more important 
when parents are making school choices than the perceived level of school safety. It is interesting to 
note that the majority of parents did not choose to place their child in the private school because they 
were doing poorly academically, but because they felt the school could offer a certain kind of 
educational atmosphere and opportunity than they would otherwise have gotten. This supports the 
notion that educational choices are often being made to connect parents and students with a unique 
type of educational and social community- a concept referred to as “social capital” (Coleman, J, 1990, 
Foundations of Social Theory, Harvard University Press). In keeping with that observation, a large 
majority (88%) of the parents surveyed indicated that religious instruction was an important factor in 
choosing their child’s school. Religious schools offer the opportunity to connect parents and students 
to a larger community of like-minded people, introduce students to religious principles and thought, 
and have a reputation for emphasizing ethical behavior and discipline (Bryk, A., Lee, V, & Holland, 
P., 1993, Catholic schools and the common good, Harvard University Press). 
 

The CSFP parents were asked about important characteristics of the environments of the 
schools their children were attending. The large majority of parents surveyed felt that their child had 
access to computers and other new technologies (87%). A similarly large percentage of parents also 
felt that their child was motivated to learn at their CSFP-sponsored school (87%). Fewer parents felt 
that their child's school had small class sizes (54%), and that they were able to influence instruction 
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and activities in their child's school (53%). The majority of CSFP parents surveyed felt that their 
schools possessed all of the characteristics identified by the researchers as key areas of parental 
concern. For more information on parents' responses to questions about these characteristics, see Table 
6 below. 
 

Table 6. CSFP Parents' Responses to Statements Regarding School Characteristics 
School Characteristic True  
My child has access to computers and other new technologies 87% 
My child is motivated to learn 87% 
The quality of instruction is high 83% 
My child's achievement level is improving 81% 
There is good communication between the school and my household 81% 
The school has effective leadership and administration 78% 
My child receives sufficient individual attention 71% 
Support services (i.e., counseling, health care, etc.) are available to my child 65% 
The school has small class sizes 54% 
I am able to influence instruction and school activities 53% 

 
The fact that relatively few parents (although still a majority) felt that their school had small class 
sizes, a characteristic often emphasized as a benefit of private education, further supports the notion 
that the CSFP parents are choosing their schools primarily because of the particular characteristics of 
the school environment and in the interest of connecting their family with a particular type of 
community and social capital (Coleman, J, 1990, Foundations of Social Theory, Harvard University 
Press). 
 

The CSFP parents were asked to provide their opinions regarding several additional statements 
about their child's school. Parents generally described their schools as being safe, well-disciplined 
schools with strong instruction and curriculum, but were lacking resources that would help with areas 
such as reducing class sizes and providing more extra-curricular activities. For example, one-third of 
the parents surveyed (36%) felt that their child's school did not have enough extra-curricular activities. 
Less than half (43%) felt that their child's school had sufficient financial resources. A large majority of 
parents felt that their child's school had high standards and expectations (88 %), that they were 
satisfied with the quality of instruction (89%), that they were satisfied with the school's curriculum 
(91%) and that students felt safe at their child's school (93%). Most of the parents felt that they were 
receiving the services that they had been seeking in a school.  For more information regarding CSFP 
parents' opinions of their children's schools, see Table 7 below.  
 
Table 7. CSFP Parents' Opinions Regarding their Child's School 

 
School Statement 

Agree/ 
Strongly Agree 

Students feel safe at the school 93% 
I am satisfied with the school's curriculum 91% 
The school has a good discipline policy  90% 
I am satisfied with the instruction offered  89% 
This school has high standards and expectation for students  88% 
This school has good administrative leadership 83% 
The school feels like a part of my family  76% 
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This school has good buildings and grounds 75% 
This school has small class sizes  70% 
This school is in a good neighborhood 68% 
This school has sufficient financial resources 43% 
The school does not have enough extracurricular activities 36% 

 
 In order to begin to assess CSFP students’ levels of academic success, CSFP parents were 
asked to provide their child's report card grades from their latest report (end of year or just prior to the 
end) in Mathematics, English/Language Arts, History/Social Studies and Science. A wide variety of 
grading conventions were reported, particularly from parents of students in the early grades (K-2). 
Students received numerical grades, traditional letter grades, grades of satisfactory and unsatisfactory, 
grades of Good or Needs Improvement and similar types of reports. The large majority of students 
were taking all of the subjects inquired into in the survey: Math, Language Arts, Social Studies and 
Science. From parents' reports, CSFP students appeared to be doing quite well academically in their 
schools. The CSFP students' reported numerical grades and traditional letter grades are provided in 
Tables 8 and 9 below. The scores show students achieving mostly As and Bs, or scoring between 80 
and 100 points. Scores are fairly consistent across subjects (and across grading methods), with no 
particular problem areas standing out among the students. Mathematics appears to be the weakest 
subject for the CSFP students. The scores for the other students in the Very Good or Satisfactory 
categories were determined to be too difficult to set on a hierarchical scale.  
 

Table 8. CSFP Students' Letter Grades as Reported by CSFP Parents 
Subject A B C D F 
Math 36% 49% 10% 3% 2% 
English 46% 46% 8% 0% 0% 
Social 
Studies 

51% 39% 10% 0% 0% 

Science 41% 43% 16% 0% 0% 
 

Table 9. CSFP Students' Numerical Grades as Reported by CSFP Parents 
Subject 90-

100 
80-
89 

70-
79 

60-
69 

0-
59 

Math 38% 42% 20% 0% 0% 
English 42% 48% 10% 0% 0% 
Social 
Studies 

45% 45% 10% 0% 0% 

Science 47% 47% 6% 0% 0% 
 

When asked whether they would be sending their child back to their CSFP-sponsored school 
the following year, ninety-one percent (91%) of parents indicated that they were planning to. Of those 
who would not be sending their students back to their CSFP schools, one stated that they needed more 
financial help, one stated that their income increased and they were therefore no longer eligible, one 
was moving out of town, and seven (4%) were no longer eligible because their child was entering high 
school and CSFP was no longer awarding scholarships to secondary students.    
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Results from the School Site Observations 
 
 The researchers visited two of the CSFP-participating schools that were attended by the largest 
numbers of students for the purposes of observing the activities at the schools and interviewing key 
staff members about the nature of the school and their interactions with CSFP.  
 
 Both schools visited shared a number of characteristics, including:  
 

• Clean, bright facilities 
• Orderly movement 
• Uniforms 
• Respected principals and teachers 
• Respect for visitors 
• Emphasis on traditional learning methods 
• Clear expectations broadcast verbally and in print throughout 
• Colorful classrooms 
• Nearly 100% African American students 
• Dedicated teachers with low turnover and 
• Celebrational cultures.  

 
The schools' staff members indicated in interviews that the schools were increasingly pressed for 
funds, and had been forced to reduce some services or cut staff in recent years due to pressures from 
declining enrollments and hesitancy to raise tuition to cover costs. The schools were still managing to 
provide students with high quality teachers and relatively up to date computers, although there was 
some doubt about how long this could continue. The charter schools, providing a free education often 
packaged as a private school type of opportunity, have been contributing to declining enrollments in 
both schools in recent years.  
 
 The schools were clearly focused on creating a community that was open and welcoming to 
students, parents and outsiders interested in the school. Parents were seen sitting in several of the 
classrooms at the schools, teachers took time to explain the work that their students were doing and to 
introduce visitors to the class, and student work was displayed proudly throughout both schools.  
 
Interviews with CSFP Staff 
 
 The CSFP staff were interviewed formally for this study in order to assess the history, current 
organization, and future directions of the program, and to obtain staff members’ input into the design 
of the evaluation. The program's Executive Director and Program Director, CSFP’s entire staff at the 
time, were interviewed, as well as the President of CSFP's non-profit Board. The CSFP staff and 
Board President were questioned regarding their previous experiences, the history of the program, the 
philosophy of the program, the calendar of operations of the program, the current evaluation and data 
collection efforts of the program, and the data collection an.d evaluation needs of the program in the 
future. The interviews outlined considerable change in the organization since its founding five years 
previously. The program was begun as a division of the national office of the Children's Scholarship 
Fund, headquartered in New York City. The program's creators hired an initial staff for the office who 
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managed the scholarships in the first three years. As CSFP developed its own identity, and the national 
office encouraged their independence, a 501(c)3 non-profit corporation was established and a new 
Executive Director and Program Director were hired. Changes were made to the mission and 
organization of the program, including a stronger focus on supporting scholarship students in the 
younger grades (K-8).  
 

The CSFP office still gleans much support from the New York CSF office, with fundraising at 
CSFP matched dollar for dollar by the New York program. CSFP's administrative staff is funded by 
the CSFP Board of Directors and CSF national office, which allows every dollar raised at the 
Philadelphia office to go toward scholarships.  

 
CSFP does not impose criteria on their scholarship recipients, other than that they must earn 

below the income limits set by the program, the students must attend an accredited school in 
Philadelphia and they must reside within the City limits. This sets CSFP apart from several other 
scholarship organizations in town that use various criteria to select students to receive their 
scholarships (for example, the BLOCS scholarship is only reserved for Catholic children). The result 
of this neutrality is that the recipients of CSFP's scholarships are incredibly diverse, and come from all 
parts of the city.  

 
The staff of the program is very small considering the large number of families that the 

program serves. The advantages of the small staff are evident in their high levels of communication, 
their efficiency, and their sharing of some core duties. These duties are currently maximizing staff 
time, however, with time devoted to fundraising, raising program awareness, recruiting, 
communicating with schools, communicating with families, making site visits to schools, verifying 
student status, and working with the staff of the national CSF office. Any additional duties that might 
be considered, such as tracking students’ progress, providing information to assist parents’ school 
choices or connecting scholarship students to outside supportive agencies or organizations would 
require additional staff.  
 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
 CSFP is an organization dedicated to building stronger communities in the City of Philadelphia 
by supporting choices in education for low-income families. The approach that has been taken by 
CSFP is unique in Philadelphia, which is, in turn, an unusual environment for school choice. 
Philadelphia has had a long history of private education that stretches back to the founding of the City. 
The City’s founder and principal designer, William Penn, originally asked the Society of Friends 
(Quakers) to provide for the education of the City’s youth. Since that time in the early 18th Century, a 
large number of private schools has developed. The City now has over 200 operating private schools- 
a number nearly equal to the number of public schools- many of which have been operating for over 
50 years. Private schools exist in nearly every neighborhood in the city, with tuition costs running 
from relatively inexpensive to extraordinarily expensive. Many private schools have educated several 
generations of family members and have become cornerstone institutions in their communities.  
 
 The CSFP scholarship program has developed a model that allows low-income families to 
choose from whichever private school they want to attend, provided the school is within the City of 
Philadelphia. Unlike some scholarship or voucher programs, which provide a set amount for families 
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which may or may not cover the full costs of the private school, or which may be affiliated with a 
particular school or require a student to meet certain academic criteria, CSFP asks that families make a 
substantial financial contribution to their child’s education in order to qualify for their scholarship. 
This requirement that parents take financial and personal responsibility for their child’s education is a 
conscious decision intended to increase families’ attachment and investment in the gift of education 
that they are receiving. The high rates of student and parent involvement in the schools and the 
perception among parents and students that they are a true part of a supportive school community 
provide evidence that the CSFP model is working well.  
 
 CSFP students appear to be doing well both socially and academically in their schools. 
Students are engaged in large numbers in extra-curricular activities at their schools. The schools tend 
to rate the CSFP students as having fewer discipline problems and being more academically involved 
than their non-CSFP students. Parents are enthusiastic about the opportunities that their children are 
receiving in their schools regarding their emotional, behavioral, academic and social growth.  
 
 One of the primary advantages cited with regard to providing educational choices to parents 
and students is the ability to connect families to the type of community and resources that suit their 
particular desires and perceived needs (Zweigenhaft & Domhoff, Blacks in the White Establishment, 
1991, Yale University Press; Cookson, P. and Persell, C., 1985, Preparing for Power, Basic Books). 
This study found that families and schools are indeed making strong connections that are enhancing 
their sense of community. This remains true despite the fact that their choices generally require more 
transportation and access to fewer educational resources and less desirable class sizes than they would 
prefer. Nearly all participating families are choosing to return their children to their scholarship 
schools each year, despite the sacrifices required of them to continue their relationships with the 
schools.  
 
 One of the main concerns among parents and students was determined to be a general lack of 
understanding of what they could do when the CSFP scholarship ended. Many parents and students 
expressed concern that faced an uncertain future when the scholarship ended, or when their school 
closed with little warning at the end of the school year. Many expressed hope that the CSFP program 
could provide them with some guidance about where they might turn to connect with scholarship 
programs or supportive schools in the future. During the course of this study, CSFP staff and Board 
members also mentioned a desire to connect students and their families to additional resources beyond 
what CSFP was designed to offer.  
 
 Given the focus of the current CSFP staff and Board on tracking their scholarship students’ 
progress and gathering feedback to support student growth over time, it is recommended that CSFP 
engage in an effort to gather information on student outcomes as they progress through the program 
and beyond. This study and the resulting tracking system would enable CSFP to develop and track 
information on student performance in school, participation in activities inside and outside of school, 
needs of students receiving scholarships and choices made after graduation from their schools. Such 
longitudinal information would be extremely valuable in helping to identify and connect participants 
with important resources that could assist their growth both during and after their participation in the 
program. Potential tasks that could serve this tracking project are outlined below.  
 
Recommended Student Tracking Project Tasks 
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TASK DESCRIPTION 
1. Develop Database of 

Participants 
A database of all current program participants could be developed, 
including demographic and contact information, school performance 
indicators, lists of extra-curricular activities and involvement with 
outside organizations.  

2. Select Participant and  
Comparison Groups 

Participants for a more intense study of student experiences and 
outcomes could be selected from the current CSFP scholarship 
students. Comparison students from a group of candidates not 
chosen for the scholarship could be selected.  

3. Track Participant and 
Comparison Group 
Activities 

Current and former participants in CSFP and their comparison 
group counterparts could be contacted to gather complete and up-
to-date information for the CSFP student database. Information 
could be gathered through written surveys, telephone contact and 
from CSFP’s current participant records.  

4. Identify Needs and 
Issues Facing 
Participants and 
Comparison Group 

Current and former participants in the program might be asked to 
identify areas both in and outside of school that are affecting their 
ability to succeed academically. This information could be useful for 
providing participants with resources from outside organizations 
and institutions that could improve their chances for success.   

5. Test Participants and 
Comparison Group 

CSFP Participants in the study group and their comparison group 
might be tested annually for several years of the study using a 
nationally standardized academic test. Scores could then be 
compiled and analyzed allowing a sense of the academic success of 
students in the program.  

  
A database of student information that could be developed through the methods outlined below would 
be useful in helping to track student progress, to document successes within the program, and to 
connect students and their families to supportive services that cannot be directly provided by CSFP.  
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APPENDIX 
 
 
Data collection activities overview 
 
Student Focus Groups 

Two student focus groups were developed, one for students in grades 3-5, another for students 
in grades 6-8. Twelve (12) students were chosen at random from each group of participating students 
(out of 559 in grades 3-5; 390 in grades 6-8). Letters were sent to parents of those students, informing 
them about the times and dates for the focus groups, and asking them to respond by telephone. Positive 
responses were received from 5 parents in each group, and reminder phone calls were made to each 
parent as the date for the focus groups approached. The focus groups were held between 3:45 and 5:00 
pm at the CSFP office in downtown Philadelphia. All five students attended the grades 3-5 focus 
group. Two students attended the grades 6-8 focus group. Follow up phone interviews were conducted 
with five (5) additional middle grades students, for a total of 12 students interviewed.   
 
Participating Schools Survey 

Survey forms were mailed in early April to all 208 private schools currently participating in the 
CSFP program. In May, a reminder post card was sent out to the 73 schools that had not returned their 
forms. Additional survey forms were mailed to several schools. A total of 169 schools (81.3%) 
returned completed forms. All 169 schools were included in the final analysis.   
 
Parent Survey 

Although the CSFP program currently serves student in grades Kindergarten through Twelve, 
the staff and Board have made a conscious decision to provide scholarships only to students in grades 
K-8 beginning in the 2003-04 school year. FRONTIER 21 and CSFP staff therefore decided to 
concentrate our data gathering efforts on the active students and parents in grades K-8. CSFP provided 
scholarships to 1491 students in those grades during the study year (2002-03). CSFP’s records 
provided information on 996 parents of these K-8 students.  

CSFP and FRONTIER 21 staff made a decision to survey 300 parents. A random sample of 
300 parents was selected, and survey forms were sent out to them in early May 2003.   Reminder 
postcards were developed and sent to non-responding parents in early June 2003. Several parents were 
mailed additional survey forms. Ultimately, 163 parents returned completed forms (54%). Analysis 
was conducted on information from all 163 responding parents.  
 
Student Survey 

CSFP and FRONTIER 21 staff surveyed 150 students in grades 4-8. The participants were 
selected at random from the 760 CSFP students in those grades. Survey forms were mailed to students 
homes in early May 2003. In early June 2003, reminder postcards were mailed out to the parents of the 
non-responding students. Ultimately, 74 students returned completed survey forms (50%). Final 
analyses were conducted using information from all 74 responding students. 
 
Interviews with CSFP Staff 

Interviews were conducted with CSFP staff members Ina Lipman (Executive Director) and 
Victoria Sambursky (Program Director), and Board member Evie McNiff (Board President) using 
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formal interview protocols in mid-February, 2003. Dr. Alex Schuh of FRONTIER 21 also made a 
presentation to the entire CSFP Board on April 8, 2003 regarding the design and progress of the 
evaluation up to that point, and collected feedback on the study from Board members at that time.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CSFP EVALUATION REPORT – September 2003  23 
 



FRONTIER21 EDUCATION SOLUTIONS 
CSFP Phase II  September 2006 Update 

 
FALL 2006 UPDATE ON PHASE II OF THE  EVALUATION OF THE 
CHILDREN'S SCHOLARSHIP FUND PHILADELPHIA PROGRAM 
 
September 15, 2006 
 

The longitudinal evaluation of the CSFP scholarship program is concluding its second full 
year. This is a brief update on the results of the evaluation from year 2. The evaluation is being 
conducted by Dr. Alex Schuh of FRONTIER 21 Education Solutions. Since August 2004, the 
evaluation has been tracking 3 cohorts of CSFP scholarship recipients with the primary objective of 
understanding the program’s impact on CSFP students’ lives over the long term. The three cohorts of 
students are 2nd graders from school year 2004-05 (3rd graders in 2005-06), 5th graders from school 
year 2004-05 (6th graders in 2005-06), and 9th grade CSFP alumni from 2004-05 (10th graders in 2005-
06). 

The evaluation aims to: track the academic achievements and pathways of CSFP’s scholarship 
recipients over the course of four years, provide CSFP with a database and a process for tracking 
students beyond the years of this study, and assess the needs of CSFP scholarship students and 
families for additional support services.  
 During the evaluation’s second year, the evaluators continued the first year activities of 
tracking both elementary school and high school students’ progress and participation in CSFP and 
other scholarship programs. This year, FRONTIER 21 was also asked to determine what types of 
schools students were attending when they completed the four year scholarship opportunity provided 
by CSFP. A brief overview of results from data collections from Year 2 are provided below.  
 
Findings In Year 2 
 
ALUMNI SURVEYS 
 Phone surveys of CSFP alumni who left the program to enter high school in 2004 were 
conducted twice over the past year. Results from these surveys are provided below.  
 (NOTE: Results from 50 student respondents – summer 2006, 71 respondents fall 2005) 
 
Average GPA= 3.0 
Percent receiving scholarships= 40% 
Percent in different school types: Charter (20%); Private/Sectarian (64%); Regular Public (14%); Job 

Corps (2%) 
Percent in advanced/honors level classes= 20%  
Percent in extra-curriculars= 65%  
Percent returning to same school from previous year= 10%  
Percent remaining in school through Sophomore year= 98% 
Percent earning GED in Sophomore year= 2% 
Percent planning to attend college= 100% 
Plans to attend college- 2 Year College= 8%; 4 Year College= 84%; Unsure= 8% 
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Survey of High School Sophomore CSFP Alumni 2005-2006 School Year (N=71) 

College Plans

84%

8%
8%

Four-year
College/University
Two-year/Community
College
Unsure

Planning on Attending College

100%

0%

Yes
No

Type of High School Attending

64%
20%

14% 2% Sectarian/Private school

Charter school

District public school

Job Corps

Difficulty of School 
(Compared to Last Year)

21%

35%

44%
easier

about the same

more difficult

 
 
STUDENT PERFORMANCE DATA 
 
Standardized Test Scores 2005 and 2006 
 (From 334 students, 94 schools) 

GRADE 3 COHORT in 2006 GRADE 6 COHORT in 2006 Test Area 

% over 50th 
Percentile 
2005 

% over 50th 
Percentile 
2006 

% over 50th 
Percentile 
2005 

% over 50th 
Percentile 
2006 

Math 50 55 49 49 
Reading 64 63 52 54 
Language Use 47 51 49 52 
 
[School District of Philadelphia 2006 –PSSA Math % Proficient and Advanced: 3rd Grade = 59%; 6th 

Grade=40%)] 
[School District of Philadelphia 2006 –PSSA Reading % Proficient and Advanced: 3rd Grade = 42%; 

6th Grade=36%)] 
Average Daily Attendance – 3rd Grade Cohort (2005-  94%; 2006- 96%) 
Average Daily Attendance – 6th Grade Cohort (2005-  91%; 2006- 93.5%) 
[School District of Philadelphia (2005) average daily attendance in elementary schools= 90%] 
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Attrition of 3rd and 6th grade cohort from CSFP program, Spring 2005 to Spring 2006 = 63 out of 421= 

15% 
 
FOUR YEAR SCHOLARSHIP COMPLETERS’ SCHOOL ATTENDANCE IN POST-CSFP 
SCHOOL YEAR (Grade 8 and Below in 2006-07)* 
 
Type of School Attending 
after CSFP Exit, 2006-07 

Number Percentage

Private  250 84.7%
Charter 4 1.4%
Homeschool 3 1.0%
Public 6 2.0%
Unknown 32 10.8%
TOTAL 295 100.0%
Private + Charter + 
Homeschool 

257 87.1%

* Note: Does not include 25 9th graders exiting program in 2006. 
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BASELINE FINGINGS FOR AN 

EVALUATION OF THE CHILDREN’S SCHOLARSHIP FUND – LOS ANGELES  

Denise D. Quigley 

Evaluation & Research Services, Los Angeles 

1.  INTRODUCTION 

Background and Context 

 John Walton and Ted Forstmann launched Children’s Scholarship Fund (CSF) 
to an outpouring of demand from parents looking for better educational alternatives 
for their children in 1998. More than 70,000 children have benefited across the 
United States. In 2005, more than 24,000 children from low-income families are using 
CSF scholarships to attend the private school of their family’s choice with 
approximately $30 million in CSF tuition assistance. Scholarships are awarded in 
various cities across the country. Recipients are attending more than 4,000 private 
and parochial schools (including Catholic, Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Montessori 
and Independent schools) across the country through the generosity of CSF’s 
donors, the efforts of 38 partner programs.  

 In 1999, the Broad Foundation pledged $1.6 million dollars for four years to the 
Los Angeles CSF to help low income children attend private school in Los Angeles. 
In addition, in 2000, Broad helped LA-CSF optimize its existing program by 
supporting an increase in the cap for students entering high school, and permitting 
approximately 400 siblings to join their elder brothers and sisters at their family’s 
chosen school. To do this, Broad underwrote four-year scholarships for an 
additional 590 students. 

 Scholarships are determined by family size, income and tuition, so that the 
family pays what it can afford. But every family pays some portion of their tuition. 
The average annual income for all CSF recipients is $24,000 with the average family 
contribution is $1,360 and the average CSF scholarship is $1,220. 

 In Los Angeles, CSF currently provides tuition support to more than 1,550 
children. Funds are raised locally and then matched by the national CSF 
organization, highly leveraging local support. Families must pay a minimum of $500 
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and scholarships are 25%, 50%, or 75% of tuition, depending upon family size and 
income, up to a maximum of $1,950. The average scholarship is $1,372 and the 
families pay an average of just under $26,000 towards their children’s tuition. CSF 
scholarship recipients attend 281 private and parochial schools across the city, 
including Catholic, Jewish, Muslim, and independent schools. 

 The evaluation of LA-CSF is important as it provides information about the 
effects of private school scholarship programs, which may have implications for 
school choice programs. 

 The evaluation approach involves an individual growth design that collects 
longitudinal data on student achievement scores and compares baseline scores 
against a student’s own individual growth overtime on a given test. Overall, the 
evaluation assesses the effects of a student receiving funds from CSF and attending a 
private school on their standardized test score achievement growth overtime. The 
findings carry broader significance by expanding the information available about 
private school scholarship programs. 

Organization of the Report 

 This report is divided into five sections. The first section has described the 
goals and context of the evaluation. Section 2 provides the methodology for the 
evaluation and the findings presented in the rest of the report.  

 Section 3 addresses the research questions of “What is the baseline achievement 
for the CSF and control students in third grade?” and “How does this compare to 
LAUSD students in third grade?” This section examines the California Achievement 
Test, Sixth Edition (CAT/6) test scores for the third grade year and compares these 
test scores to the LAUSD district as a whole, and  Economically Disadvantaged 
students in LAUSD. The California Achievement Test, Sixth Edition (CAT/6), a 
norm-referenced test, was administered to LAUSD district students in Grades 3 and 
7 in the spring of 2005 as part of the state's Standardized Testing and Reporting Data 
(STAR) system.  In previous years, the CAT/6 was administered to students in 
Grades 2-11. This comparative analysis is conducted for the CSF study sample 
(N=99) and the sampled control students (N=281). 

 Section 4 addresses the question, “How similar is the randomly sampled 
control students to the CSF study sample at baseline?”  This section compares 
demographic information, such as gender and ethnicity, at baseline to determine if 
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the CSF study sample and the sampled control students have statistically similar 
characteristics prior to the CSF recipients attending a private school with CSF funds. 
The final section summarizes and concludes. 

2. EVALUATION APPROACH AND DESIGN 

 The evaluation is designed to study whether the academic achievement growth 
of CSF students is greater than that of students who remained in the public schools 
that the CSF students previously attended. Adopting a comparison group approach, 
the evaluation centers on the change in students individual growth over time from 
3rd through 7th grade.  

 The evaluation approach integrates a longitudinal and a quasi-experimental 
design. The effects of CSF are being assessed primarily through a comparison group 
methodology of tracking student achievement growth over time. In the sections that 
follow, we provide a description of the methodology that delineates the evaluation 
design and explain the selection of the CSF sample and the control group sample. 

Evaluation Questions 

 The evaluation centers around four main evaluation questions: 

 
1—What is the baseline achievement for the CSF and control students in 

third grade?  
 
2—How similar are the randomly sampled control students to the CSF 

recipients at baseline?  
 
3—What is the overtime achievement trend for the CSF recipients and 

control students?  
 
4—Have the CSF students outperformed other students in the private 

schools? Or have the control students outperformed other economically 
disadvantaged students in LAUSD?  

 Questions 1 and 2 focus on the similarity of the control students and the 
program students, prior to the CSF program students entering a private school. 
Question 3 tracks the over time achievement of the CSF recipients and the control 
students and examines whether their growth is statistically significant. Question 4 
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investigates whether the CSF students are performing similarly to other private 
school students over time and whether the control students are performing similarly 
to other economically disadvantaged students in LAUSD over time. 

 This report will address Questions 1 and 2 and examine the similarity of the 
control and CSF recipient samples. Basic descriptive statistics are computed for 
program and control students. The difference between the Non-CSF and CSF 
student characteristics and 3rd grade test scores are tested for statistical significance 
(at the p = 0.01 level) using a chi-square test or ANOVA t-test, as appropriate. These 
tests indicate the probability that the observed differences are due to chance. 

 The overall evaluation of CSF LA is intended to answer these four questions 
and thereby assess whether CSF LA is achieving its goal of providing better learning 
opportunities for students in LA.  However, the evaluation does not indicate 
whether private schools in general are more effective than public schools in 
improving student achievement from 3rd through 7th grade, nor does it indicate 
whether targeting families who seek out tuition support is more effective than other 
programmatic approaches. 

 The unit of analysis for the evaluation is the individual student. Analyses are 
conducted comparing Non-CSF and CSF groups of students.  

Evaluation Design and Comparison Group Methodology 

 This evaluation, along with much social science research and evaluation work, 
is limited in the extent to which it can attribute connections between observed 
processes and conditions to observed effects since there are many uncontrolled 
variables likely to affect the outcomes in the targeted sites. Our evaluation design, 
however, uses quasi-experimental methods in addition to the longitudinal tracking 
of students to provide a solution to this problem.  

 This study utilizes a quasi-experimental design to collect longitudinal data on 
two groups of elementary students –all who begin in grades 3 though 5 until each 
student reaches 7th grade. One group, called the CSF cohort, received tuition support 
to attend a private school from CSF, while the second group, called the Non-CSF 
cohort, are public school students in schools that were previously attended by CSF 
recipients. This type of data allows us to describe the differences in student 
achievement growth across students in private schools with CSF support and 
students who remained in the public schools previously attended by CSF recipients, 
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and to test for the statistical significance of the overtime growth of the two 
populations of students.  

 Furthermore, this design makes a few assumptions. The design assumes that 
the concern is to evaluate how all CSF recipients who received funding in fall of 05 -- 
from the most to the least advantaged at the start of the program -- changed as a 
result of the CSF program.  

Data Collection Procedures and Sample Selection 

Student Achievement Data in Private and Public Schools 

 Available student achievement data over time is complicated in California by 
the changing tests and the changing policies concerning grade levels for which the 
test is administered. The following tests have been administered in the spring of the 
designated year: 

           Timeframe  Name of Standardized Test 

1999 - present   CST- California Standards Test 

1998 - 2002   SAT9 - Stanford 9 Test (norm referenced) 

2003 - present    CAT/6 - California Achievement Test, Version 6 

 However, since the spring of 2005 the State of California has only required the 
CAT/6 to be administered to 3rd and 7th graders. The state is primarily relying on the 
CST, which cannot be used to measure test score growth or achievement overtime.  
As a result, the CSF evaluation of test score growth overtime is constrained by the 
limited availability of norm-referenced test score data for the 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders 
in the Fall of 05 and thus the research questions it can answer for all three grade 
levels overtime. For example, the 3rd grade CSF students in the Fall 05 do not have 
prior year baseline CAT/6 information and therefore cannot be compared to a set of 
LAUSD control students. However, the CSF 4th and 5th grade students in the Fall of 
05 had both taken the CAT/6 in their 3rd grade year and therefore, can be compared 
to a set of LAUSD control students as well as have their test scores tracked until 7th 
grade using the CAT/6. 

 Private schools, on the other hand, choose their own tests to administer to 
students. As part of the evaluation, CSF requested that private schools report to 
them the test they planned to administer in the 05/06 school year. The majority of 
private schools in the LA area are administering the norm-referenced Iowa Test for 
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Basic Skills (ITBS), while some are administering the norm-referenced Stanford 9 (or 
10). The evaluation will track CSF recipients who have taken the ITBS or the 
Stanford Version 9 (or Version 10). Given that public schools no longer administer 
either of these norm-referenced tests, the control students test scores will be tracked 
using norm-referenced California Achievement Test (Version 6) (CAT/6). 

 Moreover, given the new testing policies of 2005 to only administer the CAT/6 
test in 3rd and 7th grade, the evaluation will start tracking students who entered 
school in the 3rd, 4th or 5th grade in the fall of 05. For the 4th and 5th grade students, 
their third grade CAT/6 score can be used as their baseline score (prior to entering 
private school) and their achievement growth can be tracked for the yeas that the 
attend private school. Both control and program students will be tracked until the 7th 
grade, the grade that the state currently requires student testing of public school 
students.  In sum, baseline comparisons can be made using third grade scores in 
reading and math on the CAT/6. Overtime student growth will be compared from 
3rd to 7th grade for both the 4th and 5th grade cohorts of control students using the 
CAT/6 and from 4th to 7th grade and from 5th to 7th grade for the ITBS and SAT 
cohort of CSF recipients. If an equating study becomes available for the ITBS or the 
SAT9/10 to the CAT/6, then the control group’s overtime student growth will also 
be compared to the CSF’s overtime student growth from 3rd to 7th grade. Control 
students will also be compared to the average economically disadvantaged students 
in LAUSD and the CSF students will be compared to the average student in their 
private school. 

Selection of the CSF Sample  

 The Children’s Scholarship Fund provides tuition scholarships for students 
with demonstrated need who wish to attend private schools. In Fall 2005, CSF 
funded CSF recipients in grades K-5, and by design approx. 20 percent came from 
private schools and 80 percent came from public schools in Los Angeles.   

 For students in grades 3 – 5, 54 of the 156 students came from a private school 
and three were missing this information. As a result, the evaluation will track 99 CSF 
students in grades 3 through 5 who came from public schools in the fall of 2005. Of 
these 99 CSF students, the majority will be administered the Iowa Test for Basic 
Skills (ITBS) instead of the Stanford 9 (or Stanford 10). See the Table below for 
counts of students by grade). Students taking either the ITBS or the SAT9 will be 
included in the evaluation. These 99 students will be tracked until they each 
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respectively reach 7th grade. This will be in the school year 2008/09. The cohort of 
students taking the SAT9/SAT10 is too small to provide statistically significant 
results, but will be tracked for informational purposes. The sample size of the 
students taking the ITBS is sufficient to determine statistical differences over time 
and as compared to the Non-CSF control students. 

 

Table 1: CSF Recipients from public schools entering private schools in Fall 2005 
By Test Given at Private School 

Test Type Student Count Student Count 
     By Grade 

Grade level 

 N N  
SAT9/SAT10 19   
  6 3rd

  3 4th

  10 5th

ITBS 80   
  34 3rd

  33 4th

  13 5th

Total 99 99  
  Source: CSF final snapshot of application process for Fall 05 as of Oct 05 

Selection of the Control Sample  

 During the application process, parents report the name of their student’s 
previously attended school and whether it is public or private. Of the 99 CSF 
recipients in the sample, there were 51 reported previously attended public schools. 
CSF LA generated a count of all of the students grades K-5 who were receiving CSF 
tuition funding and had attended these 51 public schools. Of the 51 public schools, 
11 schools had at least 6 or more confirmed CSF recipients who had previously 
attended the school (K-5). These 11 public schools were located across 7 of the 8 
LAUSD sub-districts (There were no potential control school in District 1 in the 
valley).   A potential control school was then recruited from each of the remaining 
sub-districts; however only five control schools were needed and were selected 
based on the principal agreeing to participate in the evaluation sampling. Five 
schools were selected, one in each of the LAUSD sub-districts 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8. The 
public control schools are to remain anonymous. 

 During November of 2005, a total of 283 students in grades 4 and 5 were 
randomly sampled from across the five control schools: 161 4th graders and 122 5th 
graders. At a given school, approx. 40 students were sampled for a given grade with 
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an even number of female and male students sampled across all classrooms in the 
school. Cumulative files were randomly selected from all 4th and 5th grade 
classrooms. When a student was sampled, demographic and test score information 
was recorded as well as the student’s LAUSD ID for obtaining test score information 
in the future directly from the Los Angeles Unified School District’s Information 
Technology Department. 

3.  BASELINE RESULTS: WHAT IS THE BASELINE ACHIEVEMENT FOR THE 
CSF AND CONTROL STUDENTS IN THIRD GRADE? 

 The CSF program provides tuition scholarships for students with demonstrated 
need who wish to attend private schools. In Fall 2005, CSF funded approx 99 CSF 
recipients in grades 3-5, who previously attended public school. A comparison 
group evaluation is based on comparing two groups, who were similar at baseline 
and testing whether the one group who received an intervention has different 
performance than the group that did not receive the intervention. For the CSF 
evaluation, there are 58 4th and 5th grade CSF recipients and 281 4th and 5th grade 
control students who have 3rd grade baseline test scores. In this section, we examine 
the CSF and Non-CSF students’ third grade test scores on the California 
Achievement Test, Sixth Edition (CAT/6), which is prior to the CSF student’s 
receiving CSF funding and attending private school. We compare both the scale 
score and the national curve equivalent (NCE) scores (See Table 2 and 3). Next, we 
compare the CSF and Non-CSF test scores to the LAUSD district as a whole, and to 
other Economically Disadvantaged students in LAUSD (See Table 4). 

 The CAT/6, a norm-referenced test, was administered to LAUSD district 
students in Grades 3 and 7 in the spring of 2005 as part of the state's Standardized 
Testing and Reporting Data (STAR) system.  In previous years, the CAT/6 was 
administered to students in Grades 2-11.   

 We find that the CSF recipients and the control students do not differ in their 
reading and math scores in third grade; they have statistically similar scale scores 
and NCE scores in both reading and mathematics. Approximately an 11-point 
difference would be statistically significant for these two groups, with the t-statistic 
above 1.96. The average CSF student’s scale score in reading is 597 and in Math is 
591. The average control student’s scale score in reading is 591 and in Math is 590. 
These differences are not statistically significant.  Moreover, the average control 
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student and the CSF recipient perform similarly in math and reading to an average 
economically disadvantaged LAUSD third grade student, with a 602 in reading and 
602 in math. The average LAUSD student in third grade performs higher on average 
in reading and math, as compared to the economically disadvantaged student, with 
a 607 in reading and 606 in math. This is what was expected given that CSF funds 
low-income students and students in need. In sum, the Non-CSF control students 
and the  CSF recipient students performed similarly in 3rd grade in reading and 
math on the CAT/6. The CSF and Non-CSF students are also more similar to the 
economically disadvantaged students in LAUSD, than an average student in 
LAUSD.  

 

Table 2: CAT/6 Scale Scores for third grade for the CSF program and control students  

   Third Grade 
CAT/6  
Mean 

Scale Score 

Third Grade 
CAT/6  
Mean 

Scale Score  

  
Reading 

 
Math 

   
CSF Program students  (N=53) 597.3 590.7 

  
   
Control students  (N=281) 591.1 590.3 

  
 

Note: * indicates p-value<=0.05; ** indicates p-value<=0.01; *** indicates p-value of <=0.001 

Comparing Program vs. Control students: 
T-statistic 

 
 

(0.45) 

 
 

(0.21) 
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Table 3: CAT/6 NCE Scores for third grade for the CSF program and control students  

   Third Grade 
CAT/6  
Mean 

NCE Score 

Third Grade 
CAT/6  
Mean 

NCE Score  

  
Reading 

 
Math 

   
CSF Program students  (N=58) 36.7 38.7 

  
   
Control students  (N=281) 32.4 41.1 

  
   
Comparing Program vs. Control students: 

T-statistic 
Note: * indicates p-value<=0.05; ** indicates p-value<=0.01; *** indicates p-value of <=0.001 

 
(0.72) 

 
(-1.09) 

 
 

Table 4: CAT/6 Scale Scores for third grade for the CSF program and control students  

   Third Grade 
CAT/6  
Mean 

Scale Score 

Third Grade 
CAT/6  
Mean 

Scale Score  

   
Reading Math 

   
CSF Program students  (N=53) 597.3 590.7 

  
   
Control students  (N=281) 591.1 590.3 

  
   
LAUSD students - Spring 05 606.6 606.4 

   
   
LAUSD Economically Disadvantaged  601.9 601.6 
Students - Spring 05  

 
Note: * indicates p-value<=0.05; ** indicates p-value<=0.01; *** indicates p-value of <=0.001 
Source: LAUSD Ed Data, through www.lausd.net 
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4.  BASELINE RESULTS: HOW SIMILAR ARE THE CONTROL STUDENTS TO 
THE CSF STUDENTS AT BASELINE? 

 It is important to also examine if demographic characteristics of the CSF and 
control students are similar at baseline. In this section we examine whether the CSF 
recipients and the control students have statistically similar characteristics prior to 
the CSF families choosing to send their child to a private school with CSF funds.  

 From the last section, we know that the CSF and control students in 4th and 5th 
grade are similar in terms of their third grade achievement on the CAT/6 in reading 
and math. Table 5 compares the two groups in terms of their gender, race, home 
language, and whether they received free and reduced lunch. We report the average 
household size and average household income of the CSF recipients; this 
information was not available for the control students.  We report the average daily 
attendance in 3rd grade for the control students; this is however not available for the 
CSF recipients.  

 Overall, we find that the two groups are very similar. The control students are 
51.9 percent male and the CSF students are 47.6 percent male. In terms of race, the 
control students are 83 percent Hispanic, 14 percent African American, 0.4 percent 
White and 2.5 percent Asian. The CSF students are 69.3 percent Hispanic, 28 percent 
African American and 2.6 percent White. This indicates that there are more African 
American students who receive CSF funding then attend their previous public 
school; no Asian students from these public schools have received a CSF tuition 
grant. However, these differences in racial composition are not statistically 
significant. Due to this difference in percent Hispanics, we will retroactively collect 
English Language Learner information about both groups to make sure that we 
capture any potential variation. Additionally, both the CSF and Control groups have 
29 percent speaking Spanish in the home.  

 Nearly all the students in both groups were receiving free and reduced lunch in 
public school, 97.9 and 100 percent respectively. The CSF student has on average 3.9 
people in the household and has an average household income of $22,473. The 
average household income for all of the CSF-LA recipient families is $26,000. The 
control students also had an average daily attendance at school in the third grade of 
162 days out of 170. The attendance data was not available for the CSF students. 
Finally, all off these statistics were run also by grade level and not statistical 
differences were found across the groups.  
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 This data indicates the sampled control students and the Fall 05 CSF recipients 
in 3rd, 4th and 5th grade are similar in terms of demographic characteristics and in 
terms of their third grade performance in reading and math. This indicates that the 
comparative quality of the control group and the CSF sample are high and should 
provide a good basis for comparison in the future.  

 
Table 5: Demographic Characteristics of CSF program and control students  

   CSF Students Control 
Students  

(N=99) (N=283)  
 
Percent male 

  
51.9 

 
47.6 

 
  

83.0 
14.1 

 
Ethnicity: Percent Hispanic 69.3 
                  Percent African American 28.0 
                  Percent White 0.4 2.6 
                  Percent Asian 0.0  2.5 

  
Home Language: Percent Spanish 29.3 

 

 
29.7 

 
 
Percent Receiving Free Reduced Lunch 

  
100 97.9 

  
   

Not   
Available 

Average Household size 3.9 people
  

 
   

Not   
Available 

Average Household income $22,473 
  

 
   

Not   
Available 

rdAverage Daily Attendance in 3  grade 162 days 
 

Note: * indicates p-value<=0.05; ** indicates p-value<=0.01; *** indicates p-value of <=0.001 
 

12 



 3/8/2006 

5.  CONCLUSION 

 This evaluation is designed to study the whether the academic achievement 
growth of CSF students overtime is greater than that of students who remained in 
the public schools that the CSF recipients had previously attended. Adopting a 
comparison group approach, the evaluation centers on the change in students 
individual growth over time from 3rd through 7  grade.   th

 The evaluation includes all of the CSF students in 3rd, 4  and 5th th grade in the 
fall of 05 who previously attended a pubic school in Los Angeles. A group of control 
students were sample from the schools that these CSF recipients previously 
attended. This report compares the two groups to determine their similarity in 3rd 
grade, prior to CSF. In sum, we found that the two groups are statistically similar in 
terms of their third grade performance in reading and math on the CAT/6 as well as 
in terms of their demographic characteristics, such as race, home language, gender, 
and poverty status. This indicates that the comparative quality of the control group 
and the CSF sample are high and should provide a good basis for comparison in the 
future.  

 The evaluation is limited in several aspects. First, public and private schools 
administer different standardized tests. Private schools are primarily administering 
the ITBS or the SAT 9, while public schools are administering the CAT/6. This limits 
the analysis to comparing individual student achievement growth over time and 
does not allow for comparing the average growth of the groups to each other. 
Second, the sample size of the CSF recipients is small, albeit it is the census sample. 
If there is substantial or even moderate attrition from the CSF program, then it may 
not be possible to determine small effects in the test scores overtime. The control 
samples are sufficiently large even accounting for attrition.  

 Most importantly, the control and program groups are similar across key 
background characteristics, such as gender and poverty, and also in terms of 
academic performance, specifically third grade performance in reading and math. 
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KIDSFIRST SCHOLARSHIP FUND 
2005 8TH GRADE TEST RESULTS

 
 
Recipients of KidsFirst scholarships perform remarkably well on the eighth grade Basic 
Skills tests for math and reading, as you can see by the graph below.  The test results are 
obtained directly from the school. KidsFirst will continue tracking these students to see 
how well they do in high school.  During the 2005-2006 school year we will have 
KidsFirst graduates at every level of high school.  Each year we talk to the parents to 
learn of the progress the student is making.   

 
Eighth Grade Test Results 

Percentage Passing the Minnesota Basic Skills Test 
 

8th Grade Students Math Reading
 

2005 KidsFirst Eighth Grade 
Graduates 

 
85% 

 
91% 

 
Minneapolis School District 

 
48% 64% 

St. Paul School District 
 

 
48% 

 

 
65% 

 
 

* Statistics taken from the Minnesota Dept. of Education 
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KIDSFIRST SCHOLARSHIP FUND 
GRADUATION SURVEY RESULTS 2006

 
 
KidsFirst (Minneapolis) provides scholarships to low-income youth in grades K-8 and was 
established in 1998. We have managed to track our first class of 8th grade program graduates that 
are graduating from high school in June, 2006. In order for us to obtain these results, KidsFirst 
tracked these program alumni for four years. We are pleased to report that KidsFirst has managed 
to track 39 of 44 of the graduates. Of those tracked, 35 students (90%) elected to participate in the 
following survey highlighting their post-high school plans. The results are listed below: 
 
Post-High School Plans           # of Students          % of Students 
College                                                  28                            79% 
Technical School                                      3                               9% 
Undecided (College or Tech)                   1                               3% 
National Guard                                       1                               3% 
Not Graduating                                        2                               6% 
Total                                                     35                            100% 
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Am ong  fa m ilies with stud ents who are elig ib le to continue their scholarships for a
fifth ye ar, the m a jority are very satisfied  with the ed uc ation CSF scholarships help
them attain.
Parents rated  the CSF progra m a nd  its a d m inistration very hig hly and  expressed
enthusiasm at the continuation of the progra m  into its fifth ye ar.
The m a jority (70% ) of CSF fa m ilies participating  in the N ew Orle ans progra m are
African-Am erican.
85%  of scholarship recipient fa m ilies live and  a ttend  school in either Orle ans or
Jefferson Parish.
African-Am erican recipient fa m ilies tend  to receive gre ater scholarship percenta g es
than their Caucasian counterparts.

The m a jority of parents took cost, relig ious a ffiliation, and  loc ation into consid eration
when selecting a school for their child ren.
Parents were g enerally very satisfied  with the a c a d em ic quality, sa fety, d iscipline, and
tea ching  values they found  a t the schools they chose for their child ren
Parents were very happy with the overall quality of their child ren’s experienc e at the
school and  with their own interaction with the tea chers and  school a d m inistrators
Seventy-nine percent of parents intend  to choose the sa m e school for their child ren
next ye ar.
The vast m a jority of parents noticed  im provem ent in their child ren in the key are as of
a c a d em ic perform a nce, social skills, and  b e havior since their child ren b e g a n attend ing
their current private school.
At least 89% of parents reported that each of the following was not a problem in their
child’s private school: fighting, cheating, racial conflict, stealing, gangs, guns, and
drugs.

Am ong  fa m ilies whose child ren ha d  attend e d  pub lic school b e fore receiving a
scholarship, the m a jority were m od erately satisfied  or d issatisfied  with their
child ren’s pub lic schools.
Parents rated  the private schools to which they sent their child ren using  CSF scholar-
ships m uch m ore hig hly in a c a d em ic quality, sa fety, d iscipline, and  tea ching  values
than they rated  the pub lic schools their child ren previously attend e d .
Parents b e lieve their child ren have ha d  a n overall m ore positive experience in their
current private schools than in the pub lic schools their child ren previously attend e d .
Parents also reported  sig nific antly hig her incid ences of prob lem s at pub lic schools
than at private schools, includ ing  fig hting, che ating, racial conflict, and  ste aling .

Basic Findings

Demographics

Evaluating the
Program

Public vs.
Private School
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In 1999, the Child ren’s Scholarship Fund  (CSF) was es-
ta b lished  a s a national private scholarship progra m  for
stud ents in Kind erg arten throug h 8th gra d e. In a d d ition
to the nationwid e scholarship progra m, m ore than 35 lo-
cal progra ms were esta b lished  or b e c am e a ffiliated  with
CSF, a m ong  them  the CSF N ew Orle ans progra m .
At the b e ginning  of the 2002 – 2003 school ye ar (the final
year of the orig inal scholarship) 939 stud ents were receiv-
ing assistance throug h the N ew Orle ans progra m . N e arly
70% , or 645 of the stud ents in the progra m  will b e enter-
ing  Kind erg arten throug h 8th gra d e in the 2003 - 2004
school ye ar. Assum ing  there is sufficient fund ing, these
stud ents will b e elig ib le to extend  their award s throug h
8th gra d e a nd  were notified  of this in March of 2003. CSF
and  the Archd iocese of N ew Orle ans are working  to se-
cure the fund ing  nec essary to continue these award s.
In the interest of assessing  the progra m ’s effe ctiveness,
the recipient parents’ experiences with pub lic and  pri-
vate schools, and  in an attem pt to esta b lish a  m ore d e-
taile d  und erstand ing  of the d e m og raphics of the program ,
a parental survey (Append ix A) and  cover letter (Appen-
d ix B) were m a ile d  to ea ch of the 465 fa m ilies of the eli-
g ib le stud ents. Parents were given three weeks to return
the two-pa g e survey to CSF offices in N ew York.
CSF received  com pleted  surveys from  226 fa m ilies, a re-
sponse rate of alm ost 49% . The CSF sta ff processed  a ll
responses and  a nalyzed  the d ata, using a custom ized
Microsoft Access d ata b ase containing  a d d ress and  house-

hold  incom e inform a tion alre a d y verified  b y CSF for the
a d m inistration of the scholarship progra m . This allowed
CSF b oth to upd a te contact inform a tion on file for these
fa m ilies and  to prevent the inclusion of d uplicate re-
sponses or responses from  ind ivid uals who d id  not re-
ceive the survey.
This was the first tim e CSF ha d  attem pted a c om prehen-
sive survey of its N ew Orle ans progra m  recipients. The
survey’s questions were d esig ne d  to answer four m a in
questions:
          W hat was the d em og raphic com position of the N ew
         Orle asns recipient population?
          Were parents satisfied  with the job  the progra m  was
         d oing  in fulfilling  its m ission of expand ing
         ed uc ational opportunity?
         Were parents satisfied  with the way the private
         schools they ha d chosen were ed uc ating  their chil-
       d ren?
          Ha d  the scholarships helped  to provid e a b etter ed u-
         cation for those stud ents who ha d  previously at
         tend e d  pub lic school prior to receiving a scholar-
        ship?
The level of parental participation in the survey exceed e d
that of sim ilar progra m  surveys und ersta ken in prior
ye ars, and  in conjunction with CSF’s rese arch, allowed
for m e aning ful evaluation and  a nalysis of the results.
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