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CHAIRMAN JOHNSON, RANKING MEMBER CARPER, & DISTINGUISHED
COMMITTEE MEMBERS,

Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you about this topic. My name is Chris
Lubienski, and I am a professor at the University of Illinois, where I study education
policy. My research over the past two decades has focused on education reform, and
specifically on the impacts of school choice policies — such as vouchers and charter
schools — in the US as well as in other nations around the world.

As we all know, this is a contentious issue, with serious questions about public
schooling, private interests, parental control, church and state, individual rights and
democratic accountability. And reasonable people often disagree on how to address
those questions. Unfortunately, we are too often seeing the politicization of the
research on these programs as well.

Research on school choice has typically focused on three areas: 1) academic
achievement; 2) more recently, a focus on other academic outcomes, such as degree
attainment; and 3) to a much smaller degree, the social impacts. The questions of
academic outcomes typically get the most attention and are the most contentious;
the third consideration is the least studied, particularly with respect to vouchers,
but still quite important.

Academic Achievement!

Aside from older “tuitioning” programs in Maine and Vermont, publicly funded
voucher programs have been operating since 1990. Since that time, numerous
studies have been conducted on student achievement in different programs. As part
of the first publicly funded voucher program, in Milwaukee, the Wisconsin
Legislature mandated a formal annual evaluation of the program, which focused on
student achievement, and tended to find no significant impact of vouchers on
students in the program. Indeed, in a peer-reviewed study summarizing his
research, the evaluator found “no substantial difference over the life of the program
between the Choice and MPS [Milwaukee Public Schools] students” (Witte, 1998, pp.
237-8).2 Similarly, the official evaluation of the Cleveland voucher program
concluded that, after controlling for demographic differences like family income,
“there are virtually no differences in performance between students who use a
scholarship and students who attend public school” (Metcalf, West, Legan, Paul, &
Boone, 2003, p. 11).

1 This section draws on Lubienski and Brewer (forthcoming).

2 Recent research from Milwaukee indicates that there is still very little statistical difference
between groups over the course of the study, except for an aberrant spike in reading scores,
but not in math, in the final year of the program, possibly due to the introduction of a high-
stakes policy for voucher-accepting private schools prior to the final test (Wolf, 2012). Still,
the program continues to grow, although there is still substantial attrition typical of both
voucher programs and urban schools in general.



Reports by voucher proponents subsequently challenged those results from the
official evaluation studies, and instead presented findings of significant benefits for
students using vouchers in these programs (Greene, Howell, & Peterson, 1997;
Greene, Peterson, & Du, 1996; Greene, Peterson, & Du, 1998). These findings were
then challenged in turn (Witte, 1996). Such patterns were then also evident in
subsequent debates about the impacts of privately funded programs in New York
City, the District of Columbia and Dayton, with proponents first findings gains, while
others challenged the methods and found no impact from the voucher program on
student achievement (Howell & Peterson, 2002; Howell, Wolf, Peterson, & Campbell,
2000; Krueger & Zhu, 2004).

One way forward from this unfortunate and often ideological morass is to use a
“nomination strategy.” With that approach, the strength of an intervention is
evaluated based on the research that proponents put forward as the best evidence
for a given intervention. Recently, Jameson Brewer and I used such a strategy,
looking at the studies listed as such by the Friedman Foundation for Educational
Choice — founded by the economist and intellectual author of the modern voucher
movement. We analyzed this select set of studies to determine how solid and
consistent the findings on vouchers effects are with respect to student achievement,
and the findings are relevant to the discussion we are having today at this hearing.

There are some eleven studies listed as evidence of the positive effects of vouchers
on the academic achievement of those using vouchers.3 These cover programs in
five cities, including Washington, DC, and typically (but not always) report results
separately in reading and in math, and by different sub-groups of students. While
these are considered the best evidence on voucher impacts, there is substantial
variation among the findings regarding voucher impact on student achievement.

In most of the overall and subgroup analyses conducted for these reports, there
were no measurable impacts of voucher use on academic achievement. Moreover, if
impacts are evident, those impacts are inconsistent, varying by group (race, gender,
prior school performance, etc.), city, year, and subject. For instance:

* Howell and Peterson (2002) found no overall impact in Washington D.C.,,
Dayton, and New York City. While finding no statistically significant impact
for other ethnic groups, the authors find statistically significant impacts for
African-American students in New York in Years 1 and 3, but not Year 2; in
Washington in Year 2 (after losing 25% of the sample from Year 1), but not

3 Although the Foundation’s total list is slightly larger, but we excluded studies from our
review if they were focused not on the direct K-12 achievement effects of vouchers, but on
other issues such as effects in higher education, or competitive effects on non-voucher
schools.



Years 1 and 3; and never in Dayton. Reported results were not disaggregated
by subject.*

* Rouse (1998a) found no impact in reading in the Milwaukee voucher
program, but a positive impact in math after four years.>

* Barnard etal. (2003) in New York found no statistically significant impacts in
reading, and in math for students applying for the voucher program at grade
1, and not those applying at grade 2, 3, or 4

* Inareanalysis of these data, Jin worked with Barnard and Rubin (2010) on
an alternative approach, finding that a significant impact from vouchers
appeared in reading but disappeared in math for grade 1 applicants coming
from high-performing schools, while also finding an impact in reading for
grade 4 applicants coming from low-performing schools. No other
statistically significant impacts were found.

* In the official evaluation of the District of Columbia Opportunity Scholarship
Program, Wolf et al. (2013) found no overall impact from vouchers. While
there were no impacts on math achievement (a subject generally considered
a better measure of school effects) overall, nor for any of the subgroups, they
report “suggestive” evidence in reading (which is more closely associated
with home factors) after at least four years of the program. Results from the
third year of the evaluation were statistically significant at conventional
levels, although subsequently declined, possibly due to program completion.
These benefits were evident for three of the six sub-groups: girls, students
with higher initial achievement, and students who left higher performing
public schools.

Overall, based on the research highlighted by proponents, vouchers have no
measurable impact in most cases, and in the minority of instances where they
appear to have an effect, it is often minor and rather haphazard, thus failing to
reflect any underlying logic of program effects that we might expect from the clear
theory of vouchers as change agents in education. Moreover, as I discuss below, any
effects are likely at least partially a result of factors not accounted for in the voucher
studies.

Academic Attainment
Given that evidence of achievement gains has been somewhat illusive, some

4 This is unfortunate because, as one of the authors had previously noted elsewhere, “Math
tests are thought to be especially good indicators of school effectiveness, because math,
unlike reading and language skills, is learned mainly in school” (Peterson, 1998, p. 3). See
also Heyneman (2005).

5 In a separate study not cited by the Friedman Foundation, Rouse (1998b) found that
students using vouchers had achievement gains in mathematics similar to, but reading gains
lower than, those of public school students in a program that provided the public schools
with smaller class sizes. The implication that any voucher benefit is explained by smaller
class sizes in private schools is aligned with other work indicating that one of the main
factors explaining any advantages of private school attendance is their smaller average class
size (Lubienski & Lubienski, 2014).



research has recently turned to other indicators of voucher effects in terms of other
academic behaviors. There are fewer studies on the Friedman list devoted to this
topic than to student achievement, mirroring research on these topics overall. From
this smaller research basis, we see similarly mixed findings on the effects of
vouchers in increasing graduation rates, college attendance, and college persistence.
Wolf et al. (2013) found a very significant difference in graduation rates: 82% as
opposed to 70%, respectively, for the treatment and control groups. Students from
poorly-performing schools,® students who had higher levels of academic
performance on application, and girls saw benefits from the voucher program for
their likelihood of graduating from high school; boys, student who applied to the
program from better performing schools, or students with higher levels of academic
performance, did not. More recently, Chingos and Peterson (2015, p. 10) found “no
overall impact of the voucher intervention in New York City on college enrollment
and attainment,” but found disparate impacts various subgroups, such as for
children of US-born mothers.

This, of course, raises important questions about why we see no consistent impacts
of vouchers on academic growth, but may see impacts in school attainment. That is,
there appears to be no underlying logic of causation for the effects of vouchers on a
student’s learning in a classroom, but there may be on a student’s academic
aspirations extended into higher education. The evidence available in the set of
voucher studies explored here does little to explain the factors that might account
for this disjuncture, since it is essentially focused on vouchers as treatments, and
does not look at specific causal mechanisms in schools. However the broader
research evidence suggests that peer-effect sorting — clustering students by
academic inclinations and abilities — may play a substantial role in this. I take up
this question in the concluding discussion.

Societal Impacts

While a substantial volume of research has investigated academic achievement in
voucher programs, and a few recent studies have looked at academic attainment, the
question of the social effects of voucher programs has been severely under-
examined.” Although there is insufficient research so far in this regard on voucher
programs for private schools, research on more controlled and regulated programs
such as public charter schools suggests cause for concern. Indeed, there appear to
be a growing consensus that these programs are linked to greater social segregation,
by race, social class, and academic ability (Elacqua, 2004, 2012; Frankenberg, Siegel-
Hawley, & Wang, 2011) (Fiske & Ladd, 2000; Garcia, 2008) (Rotberg, 2014). This is
particularly unfortunate for two reasons. First, choice programs have a unique
potential to allow students trapped in segregated and failing public schools to cross

6 This is in contrast to the students from higher-performing schools, who saw a benefit in
the achievement findings noted in the previous section.

7 The School Choice Demonstration Project has considered social impacts in Milwaukee, but
focuses only on race in an overwhelming minority city, and foregoes any analyses of sorting
by social-economic status or ability (Wolf, 2012).



attendance zones and/or district boundaries. Second, evidence suggests that more
integrated learning environments can lead to better overall outcomes — boosting in
particular the achievement of less advantaged students, while not impeding the
achievement of students from more affluent families (Kahlenberg, 2000; Mickelson
& Bottia, 2010; Perry & McConney, 2010) (Spencer & Reno, 2009).

Nonetheless, the research on choice and segregation is pointing to clearer patterns
of school segregation, whether through self-sorting by families, through schools’
selection of students, or through other school practices, such as marketing, that may
facilitate social sorting.® For instance, evidence indicates that private and charter
schools tend to serve proportionately fewer students with special needs or limited
English proficiency (Lubienski & Lubienski, 2014). Even in cases where basic
measures suggest that private or charter schools are serving higher proportions of
disadvantaged students, as determined, for instance, by subsidized lunch eligibility
(as is the case with charter schools in Washington, DC), more nuanced research
indicates that these tend to be more advantaged of the disadvantaged or minority
student populations (Lubienski & Lubienski, 2014; Witte, 2000).

This echoes evidence on school choice and segregation elsewhere. The OECD
analysis of 2012 PISA data found that mathematics performance across countries is
not related to whether or not schools compete for the choices of students; even
within school systems, the OECD found no advantage in the performance of schools
that complete for students (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and
Development, 2014). However, the OECD noted that competition between schools is
linked to greater socio-economic segregation. The PISA data suggest that this is
because, for affluent parents, “cost-related factors weigh less than the quality of
instruction in their choice of schools... for disadvantaged parents, cost-related
factors often weigh as much as, if not more than, the factors related to the quality of
instruction.” Thus, “in systems where parents can choose schools, and schools
compete for enrollment, schools are often more socially segregated.”®

Discussion

While school choice programs may entail potentially substantial equity costs, in
terms of benefits, we see patterns where voucher programs have no overall impact
on student learning, but may have inconsistent benefits for some groups in some
sporadic instances. This is evident across cities, sub-populations, and subjects
studied, although particularly disappointing in math, since that subject is seen as a
better measure of school effects. On the other hand, some researchers report
notable advantages for students offered a voucher in terms of later academic
behaviors, such as high school completion and college persistence.

8 For instance, with charter schools, see the comprehensive review by Rotberg (2014); for
causal factors in such patterns, see Bifulco and Ladd (2006); in DC, see Schneider and
Buckley (2002).

9 See OECD, 2014.



Since these studies highlighted by proponents tend not to examine the specific
mechanisms by which these later outcomes are attained, outside of the offer or use
of a voucher, we do not really know what factors are involved in causing these
outcomes, and whether they can be replicated or scaled up. The research reviewed
here is not designed in ways to give us any certainty that behavior outcomes are
simply a matter of program effects — for example, if there is better college
counseling in schools that accept vouchers. Moreover, the nature of these studies
means that the results, whether positive or negative, “cannot be easily generalized
to other settings” (Chingos & Peterson, 2015, p. 10). These programs do not just
study the effects of the program, but the effects of the program on the types of
students from families who typically apply for these programs — families whose
interest in applying for the voucher suggests characteristics associated with
academic success.

While we may like to think that any positive effects are the result of better teaching,
curricula, or programs in the voucher schools, the data do not support that
conclusion. Instead, a lengthy literature of research would strongly suggest that
these outcomes are in no small part a matter of peer-group influences: the profile of
the people with whom a student is learning (Coleman et al., 1966; Hanushek,
Markman, Kain, & Rivkin, 2003; Jencks et al., 1972; Kahlenberg, 2000). One could
argue that families are choosing not just private schools, but also peer groups for
their children. But that could have a diminishing effect, as Chingos and Peterson
(2015, p. 10) suggest: “scaling up voucher programs can be expected to change the
social composition of private schools. To the extent that student learning is
dependent on peer quality, the impacts ... could easily change.” Moreover, the
implication is that benefits are at least partly a result of social segregation. In all
likelihood, this is detrimental to the peer-effect in schools of children left behind,
although those impacts have not been well studied. As Rouse and Barrow (2008)
note, “the research designs for studying the potential impacts of vouchers on
students who remain in the public schools are far from ideal” (p. 3).

Conclusions

The academic impacts of vouchers on student achievement are generally lacking,
and sporadic and inconsistent, at best. Even focusing only on the studies highlighted
by the pro-voucher Friedman Foundation, most found no effect for the clear
majority of overall and subgroup analyses. However, for both achievement and
attainment, the problem is that findings of impact that do exist reflect no underlying
causal logic. In the exceptional cases where researchers report an impact, they
appear to have an effect for one group in one grade in one subject, but not with that
same group in a different subject, or year, or in a different city — or even if
examined in a different study, even by the same researchers. Indeed, the equity
premise for vouchers — that private schools offer students a better educational
opportunity — may be misguided, since nationally representative evidence
indicates that private schools are no more effective (and often less so) than public
schools 14(Braun, Jenkins, & Grigg, 2006; Lubienski & Lubienski, 2014; Reardon,
Cheadle, & Robinson, 2009). So there are reasons for caution in hearing claims



about the impact of vouchers. Said another way, there are better arguments for
vouchers than their academic impacts.

At the same time, while we have evidence on the academic benefits (or lack thereof)
of vouchers, policymakers and researchers may also need to attend to the question
of potential social costs. Research points to concerns about social segregation from
choice programs that may further hinder educational opportunity for disadvantaged
students, relative to their more advantaged peers, even though disadvantaged
students are often the intended beneficiaries of voucher policies. As the OECD
noted:

School competition can involve costs and benefits that may not be

equally distributed across students. Some of the intended benefits of

competition... are not necessarily related to student achievement, and

must be weighed against the possible cost in equity and social

inclusion. (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development,

2014)
Weighing the potential costs and benefits of education policies is a contentious and
difficult exercise, with serious implications for individuals, schools, families, and
communities. While there is an obvious appeal to interventions that may appear to
be a panacea for the deep-seated problems facing urban schools, the best evidence
in this case indicates that this approach is not particularly effective, and should be
treated by policy makers with a reasonable degree of caution.

Thank you Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee for this opportunity to

share my professional assessment with you.
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