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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. 

 


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.
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