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Executive Summary

One of the most important and hotly contest-
ed questions about school choice—policies
that allow parents to select any school, public
or private, for their children to attend using
their public education funding—is what the
empirical research shows its effects are. This
policy brief builds upon the author’s previous
work reviewing the empirical literature on the
effects of school choice on academic out-
comes (for participants and public schools),
fiscal effects, and concerns about segrega-
tion and civics. It finds a strong consensus in
the research in favor of positive effects from
school choice in all these areas.

Almost from the very beginning of the mod-
ern school choice movement in 1990, with
the creation of a school voucher program in
Milwaukee, proponents and opponents of
private-school choice have made competing
claims about what the research shows its
effects to be. Proponents have asserted that
the research favors school choice, while op-
ponents have consistently claimed that the
research is “mixed” or else negative.

The actual research—which is publicly
available, and can be looked up by any-
one who wishes to see it—favors choice.
Of course, sometimes choice proponents
have claimed too much, going beyond what
the research shows. And, in one sense,
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claims that the research is "mixed” are al-
ways at least trivially true; the findings of all
studies are not identical. Even if one study
finds a small positive effect while anoth-
er study finds a large positive effect, the
studies are “mixed” with regard to the size
of the benefits. However, on the question
that counts most—do school choice pol-
icies produce positive effects?—the an-
swer is consistently “yes.”

Oklahoma recently encountered a clear
example of this, with the distribution this
spring of a press release authored by two
academics. Titled “Privatizing K-12 Public
Education,” the press release made sweep-
ing claims about alleged negative findings
in the empirical research on various forms
of school choice. These claims were either
misleading (it made a big deal of saying no
“‘independent” studies of a voucher program
in Washington, D.C. had found positive out-
comes; apparently the huge, top-quality fed-
eral study finding positive outcomes was ar-
bitrarily deemed to be non-‘independent,” so
no mention was made of it) or outright false
(it claimed “privatized schools tend to seg-
regate children,” whereas we will see below
that no empirical study has ever shown this,
while many show the opposite).[1]

Over the years, | have conducted a series
of systematic literature reviews (published
by EdChoice, where | serve as a Friedman
fellow) examining the empirical research
on school choice. The reviews are entitled
‘A Win-Win Solution,” reflecting the fact
that the research finds school choice has
positive effects not only for participants,
but for public schools, taxpayers, and the
civic community as well. The most recent
of these reviews was published in 2016.
[2] In that review | adopted my most rigor-
ous method yet for uncovering all available
studies, conducting methodical searches
of academic databases.



While | have not conducted that kind of
systematic review since that publication,
in this policy brief | have used my 2016
review as a starting point and then added
such studies as | have become aware of
since then. | have retained the other meth-
ods | adopted in the 2016 review, including
(for example) the rules | used for judging
when two analyses constituted two sepa-
rate studies, as opposed to one study that
reports two findings. Readers interested in
these methodological issues should con-
sult that publication.

Academic effects may be the most import-
ant empirical question we ask about school
choice. At one time, it was by far the most
hotly debated, whereas today it is much

less frequently mentioned by opponents of
choice. Having been in the school choice
movement since 2002, | can remember
when we constantly heard claims that
“there’'s no evidence school choice actu-
ally helps kids learn” or “the research on
outcomes is mixed.” Such claims were a
primary focus in the 2005 book Education
Myths, which | co-wrote.[3] We almost nev-
er hear that kind of thing now, because the
research on academic outcomes is so con-
sistently positive.

Most of these studies examine test scores,
although a handful look at other metrics
such as high-school graduation rates and
college attendance rates. Recent research
has called into question the value of test
scores as a measurement of academic out-
comes. This research finds little or no con-
nection between improvements in K-12 test
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scores and improvements in long-term life
outcomes, in contrast to high-school grad-
uation and college enrollment (which do
seem to be more strongly associated with
long-term life outcomes).[4] This limitation
is worth keeping in mind.

Academic Effects on Participants

The most obvious question about aca-
demic effects is how school choice partic-
ipants are affected. Here, we are fortunate
that a large body of research exists using
the "gold standard” method of random as-
signment. This method is familiar to many
from medical trials, where subjects are ran-
domly assigned to a treatment group and
a control group (which gets a placebo).
In many school choice programs, parents
who apply to the program are selected to
participate by a random lottery. This gives
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us a naturally occurring random-assign-
ment experiment design, allowing us to
compare choice participants with a popu-
lation of students that is the same except
for random chance. Where a large body of
this type of research exists, it ought to take
priority over other research.

Across all 19 random-assignment studies
I've found, 14 found positive effects for par-
ticipating students. Two found no visible
effect and three found negative effects. The
size of the positive effects varies from study
to study, but is generally moderate in scale—
real but not revolutionary improvement. The
negative effects found of a voucher program
in Louisiana, by contrast, are large. Mean-
while, a voucher program in Washington,
D.C. had both positive and negative find-
ings on different metrics (test scores were
moderately negative while high-school grad-
uation rates and college enrollment rates
showed a large positive effect).

Academic Effects on Public Schools

While participant effects are of obvious in-
terest, many more students are impacted
by school choice programs through their
impact on public schools. If choice pro-
grams harm public schools, as opponents
claim is the case due to draining of funds
and creaming of the best students, they
might be a counterproductive policy even
if they help the students who use them. On
the other hand, if they help public schools
by holding them accountable to parents, as
advocates claim, that will produce a much
wider positive effect than just the impact on
participants—since there are still many more
public school students than school choice
students even where choice programs have
grown to considerable size.

The research consistently finds that school
choice improves academic outcomes in
public schools. Including all studies using
all methods (for it is impossible to study this
question using random assignment), I've
found 34 empirical studies. Of these, 32 find
that school choice improves academic out-
comes in public schools affected by the pro-
gram, while one finds no visible difference
and one finds a negative impact.

Obviously we care about more than just
academic effects in education policy. One
major variable to be considered is the fis-
cal effect of these programs on taxpayers.
Cost is a concern in every public policy, and
especially in education as school budgets—
which had expanded steadily in real terms
not only for decades, but for generations—
have come under increasing pressure in
recent years.

Fiscal effects can be complex to track. One
factor to bear in mind is that the same pro-
gram can create different fiscal effects at
different budgetary levels (local and state).
This review tracks the total net effect of
school choice programs for taxpayers
across all levels.

Also, it is important to remember that a pro-
gram that saves money for taxpayers does
not necessarily leave public schools in worse
fiscal shape on a per-student basis. This is
especially true because large portions of ed-
ucation funding come from local sources
(such as property taxes) and federal programs
that usually don't go down when the student
population decreases. So schools that lose
students to choice programs often save more
money in reduced education expenses than
they lose in revenue associated with the stu-
dent—they lose only the state portion of stu-
dent funding, not the local or federal portion,
but they lose 100% of the variable expenses
associated with educating the student.[5]

Looking at all studies, | have found 45 stud-
ies that examine the fiscal effect of school
choice programs for taxpayers. Of these, 41
found that school choice saves money for
taxpayers, three find no visible difference
and one finds a net cost to taxpayers. The
net-cost study looked at a choice program
serving special-education students in Loui-
siana, finding that on net it had cost taxpay-
ers $91 per student since its creation; the
same researcher found net savings per stu-
dent in other programs ranging from $820 to
$7,322.

The public good is not all about dollars and
cents. In addition to academic outcomes

and the fiscal cost of education, we care
about the civic health of the polity. Two key
areas of civic concern are ethnic segregation
and whether schools are teaching students
strong civic values and practices.

Effects on Ethnic Segregation

Ethnic segregation is an important concern
in education. Government-run school sys-
tems in the U.S. have a terrible history of
practicing overt and covert ethnic segrega-
tion, and high levels of residential segrega-
tion tend to produce continuing school seg-
regation as long as students are assigned to
schools based on where they live. The con-
tinued existence of ethnically homogenous
schools raises concerns that range from
basic issues of justice (are old patterns of
discrimination and white supremacy being
perpetuated by surreptitious means?) to the
nature of students’ educational experience
(are students in homogenous schools being
adequately prepared for the kind of plural-
istic, multi-ethnic society demanded by the
American experiment?)

Unfortunately, most empirical studies that
look at segregation use inappropriate meth-
ods that do not actually measure the ethnic
segregation of schools. Typical methods,
like the Gini coefficient, measure how the
ethnic makeup of each individual school
compares to the ethnic makeup of its school
district. However, school district lines are
themselves drawn in ways that perpetuate
segregation. Using the Gini coefficient, we
can miraculously show that every 99%-white
school in a 99%-white school district is per-
fectly integrated, even if that district is right
next door to a district that is 99% minority.
Jay Greene issues a fitting verdict on what
such methods are really telling us: “The
schools are well integrated, given that they
are horribly segregated.”[6]

Valid methods measure segregation ei-
ther by comparing schools to populations
with boundaries drawn independently of
the school system (such as Census-desig-
nated metropolitan areas), or by measuring
racial isolation (looking at whether schools
are, for example, over 90% white or over
90% minority). Other methodological con-
cerns include comparing schools at the
same grade levels, because primary schools
draw from smaller (and therefore more
ethnically homogenous) geographic areas.
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Fiscal Effects on Taxpayers
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Some studies measure whether school
choice has a causal effect that increases
or decreases segregation levels over time,
while other studies look descriptively at
whether school choice is moving students
from more segregated to less segregated
classrooms (or vice versa).

Looking at all studies that use valid methods
to measure ethnic segregation, | find a total
of 10 studies. Of these, nine had positive
findings and one found no visible effect. No
study has found a negative effect. It appears
that, far from parents seeking out segregat-
ed schools, detaching school attendance
from geographic location improves the eth-
nic mixing of students.

Effects on Civic Values and Practices

Education researchers have found a
number of ways to measure the effect of
schools on civic values and practices. One
of the most common is to measure tol-
erance for the rights of others; research-
ers typically ask students to identify their
most-disliked group, and then ask whether
the students would support the rights of
that group to vote, organize marches, have
books sympathetic to their views in the li-
brary, etc. Other measurements include the
rates at which students vote and volunteer
their time after graduation.

Ethnic Segregation

Location Author

Including all studies with all methods, I've
found 11 studies on how school choice pro-
grams affect civic values and practices. Of
these, eight find positive effects from school
choice and three find no visible effect. No
study has found a negative effect. It appears
that, far from being bastions of anti-demo-
cratic sentiment or civic isolation, private
schools are highly effective in teaching toler-
ance and democratic participation as moral
imperatives.

School choice policies are better supported
by empirical evidence than any other kind
of education reform. Of course, questions
still remain and there is much for future re-
search to tell us. However, the current state
of the research places us far beyond the
point where an initial verdict is not only pos-
sible, but clearly demanded.

Several conclusions for policy consideration
are suggested by this review:

Existing school choice programs are
under regular threat of repeal and even
administrative sabotage from hostile
regulators.[7]  Policymakers  should
protect school choice programs, given
their positive effects.

Policymakers should carefully consider
how best to expand school choice pro-
grams. Nationwide, these policies are
moving beyond the pilot-test phase to
larger-scale programs; given the empir-
ical support for their positive effects,
that movement should be welcomed.

Design flaws in existing programs
should be studied so they are not re-
peated. Of the three negative findings
on academic effects for participants,
one comes from a program (in Wash-
ington, D.C.) where positive effects
have also been found in other analy-
ses. By contrast, two negative studies
examine Louisiana’'s voucher program,
whose design flaws became a sub-
ject of much discussion in the school
choice movement as soon as the neg-
ative studies appeared.[8] Policymak-
ers should identify key flaws not to
reproduce in future programs.
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Civic Values & Practices
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