
Pathbreaking School Choice Study Launched in NYC

arvard’s Program on Education Policy
and Governance (PEPG) will play a lead-

ing role in one of the most comprehensive
evaluations of a school choice program ever
conducted. The study will examine the impact
of New York City’s new School Choice Schol-
arships Foundation (SCSF) program, which
will provide funds to help over 1,300 low-
income public school students pay the cost of
private school tuition for three years.

Few educational proposals have
provoked more heated debate than school
choice programs like SCSF. But a key ques-
tion in these debates—what happens to
student achievement when families can choose
among different kinds of schools—remains
unresolved. Though other interesting
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research is underway (see pages 3-5 of
this report), only a rigorously conducted
“randomized experiment” can sort out
the impact of school choice on student
achievement.

Enter SCSF. With more than 20,000
applicants for the $1,400 scholarships,
SCSF held a lottery to select scholarship
winners. The lottery will give researchers a
rare opportunity to study how school choice
affects students.  Since SCSF chose scholar-
ship winners randomly, subsequent differences
between their achievement and that of
applicants not selected can be attributed to
participation in the scholarship program.
continued on page one
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Research Notes

Paradoxical Polls:
Public Confidence In Schools

wo decades of polls suggests that Americans’ con-
fidence in public schools has declined. Yet

the proportion of students who drop out of
school has fallen and public spending on education
has risen. The public’s opinions and its behavior
appear out of sync. Tom Loveless explores this
paradox in a recent paper. Among his findings:

● People use different standards when responding
to polls than when determining their actions.
Americans seem to rate their schools based
on how far they depart from some ideal.
But in real life, people must choose from an
array of actual, though imperfect options.

● The public blames “the system” rather than
schools for difficulties. Americans point to
symptoms of societal or system-wide failure,
like drug abuse and violence, as the schools’
most pressing problems.

● As in polls on other institutions, like the health
care system, most people seem satisfied with
their own schools, but sense that schools
elsewhere are failing. ◆ Only by adopting less

compromised laws,
can policy-makers

expect charter
programs to pay off.
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Most people seem satisfied with their
own schools, but sense that schools

elsewhere are failing.

Cleveland Choice Students

More than half the states now have charter school programs
on the books, laws that allow groups of parents and teachers
to form new, deregulated public schools. Proponents hope
these initiatives will spark system-wide improvement by
introducing competition into a monopolistic school system.

But can these programs live up to their promise? Bryan
Hassel, a PEPG research associate, asks this question in
his recently completed doctoral thesis at the Kennedy
School. Hassel’s  work focuses
on the compromises that state
legislatures have struck in
the process of passing charter
school laws. Many states have
restricted the number of charter
schools that can open given veto
power to local school boards
over the formation of charter
schools imposed constraining regulations on the
supposedly deregulated schools and created funding
formulas that place charter schools at a disadvantage.

Tracing the effects of these compromises in four
states with charter laws, Hassel finds that they have
indeed made it difficult for charter school programs
to exert their hoped-for system-changing impact.
Only by adopting less compromised laws, he argues,
can policy-makers expect charter programs to pay off. ◆

Tom Loveless

T

Designed  To Fail?
The Politics Of Charter School Programs
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Conference on Meritocracy
and Inequality

In conjunction with the University of Chicago, PEPG convened a
Conference on Meritocracy and Inequality in September
1996. The culmination of a year of interdisciplinary
seminars featuring some of the most prominent scholars
examining these issues, the conference elicited a set of
compelling papers that Paul E. Peterson and Susan Meyer have
collected into a volume. A summary of one of those papers, by
Susan E. Mayer and David Knutson of the University of
Chicago’s Harris School of Public Policy Studies, appears below.

Does The Timing Of Education Matter?

  s a nation, we have shifted our investments toward younger
  children in the last three decades, enrolling more youth

in kindergarten and pre-kindergarten programs than ever
before. Does this change in strategy make sense?

Mayer and Knutson employ an innovative technique
to examine this question. Their
approach rests on this fact:
children born in different
months of the year  start school
at different ages. If children
are not permitted to enroll
in first grade until they are
six years old by January 1,
children born in February will
be nearly a year older than
children born in December when they enter school. If starting
school early is beneficial, children born in December
should fare better than children born in February.

By comparing the test scores and wages of people born in
different quarters of the year, Mayer and Knutson are able to draw
conclusions about the effects of enrolling in school early. By
their late twenties, men born in the fourth quarter of the year—
who tended to start school earlier—earned higher wages than those
born in the first quarter. Part of this gain is due to compulsory
school laws that require younger children to stay in high
school longer. But Mayer and Knutson find that at least a
portion of the difference results from early school enrollment.

Mayer and Knutson ask whether these gains in test scores are
larger for minority children. The authors find, however, that gains
in test scores for black and white students are similar. Further,
the benefits associated with early school enrollment seem to
disappear over time for black children, but not white ones. ◆

The Conference on Meritocracy and Inequality was
made possible by support from the Russell Sage and
Rockefeller Foundations. For a full list of papers
presented at the conference, please see page 8 of this report.

Cleveland Choice
Study Underway

EPG is leading a new study of the Cleveland Schol
arship and Tutoring Program (CSTP), in which

nearly 2,000 students have received scholar-
ships to attend 51 private schools, both religious
and secular. Each scholarship covers 90% of the school’s
tuition, up to $2,500. In an early report on two new
schools established in response to CSTP, PEPG
found that in the first year of the program students
in two schools (serving 25 percent of the stu-
dents coming from public schools) made moderate
gains in reading and larger gains in mathematics.

The research team, consisting of Jay Greene,
William Howell, and Paul Peterson, also surveyed
over 2,000 parents—half whose children participated,
and half who applied for the program but did not
participate. The study found that 63 percent of the
Choice parents were “very satisfied” with their
schools’ academic quality, compared with 29 percent
of public-school parents. Fifty-nine percent of
Choice parents, compared with 26 percent of
public-school parents, were “very satisfied” with school
safety. Choice parents also expressed much more
satisfaction with school discipline, attention to
their child, parent involvement, and class size.

Though still under litigation in Cleve-
land, the scholarship program expanded to
3,000 students in the 1997-98 school year.◆
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The benefits associated
with early schooling seem
to disappear over time for

black children, but not
white ones.

Note: Language scores not available for Kindergarten.








