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ABSTRACT

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001, Public Law 107-110 (U.S.
Congress), was passed by Congress in response to perceived failure of the
public school system to effectively educate students, particularly disadvantaged
students in the United States. The relationship of NCLB school choice to student
achievement has not been clearly established. This causal-comparative study
examined the following: (a) FCAT mathematics and reading achievement gains
of targeted fourth through eighth grade NCLB choice students and a comparison
group of eligible non-choosers with matching demographic characteristics; (b) the
pre-test academic ability levels of NCLB choice students in fourth grade through
eighth grade as compared with the achievement levels of eligible non-choosers,
and; (c) differences in the ethnic and socioeconomic characteristics of choice
students versus eligible non-choosers in kindergarten through eighth grade, and
the impact of those differences on the demographic composition of individual
schools. Differences in the achievement gains and in the pre-test achievement
levels of NCLB choice students and the comparison groups were not statistically
significant. NCLB choice students tended to have different ethnic and
socioeconomic characteristics from their non-choosing peers. The effect of
NCLB choice on Title | students and schools was discussed, and NCLB choice

implementation issues were identified.
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CHAPTER ONE: PROBLEM STATEMENT AND DESIGN COMPONENTS
Introduction
The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001, Public Law 107-110, (U.S.
Congress) was passed by Congress in response to perceived failure of the public
school system to effectively educate students, particularly disadvantaged
students in the United States (Darling-Hammond, 2004; Gay, 2007; Lewis, 2003;
Sugarman, 2004; Walberg, 2007; Witte, 2000). NCLB required that schools
receiving federal Title | funds that did not made state-defined adequate yearly
progress (AYP) for two consecutive school years must be identified as needing
improvement before the beginning of the next school year (U.S. Department of
Education [USDOE], n.d.e). For schools that did not meet the state-defined
standards, NCLB required school districts to fulfill three conditions in order to
receive federal Title | funds. These conditions were as follows: (a) Students
attending these schools had to be provided with the option of attending an
alternative public school, (b) parents had to be notified of the choice option no
later than the first day of school following the year for which their school was
identified for improvement, and (c) the school district was required to provide
transportation to the school of choice (USDOE, n.d.c).
The implementation of NCLB school choice took place in an atmosphere

that was politically charged with proponents of choice theory pointing to the
superior performance of private school students over public school students as

found by Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore (1982) and Lee and Bryk (1993). School



choice advocates claimed that public schools were performing poorly and argued
that removing government bureaucracy from schools and applying a market
economy instead would result in greater efficiency (Belfield & Levin, 2005; Chubb
& Moe, 1990; Henig, 1995; Gill, Timpane, Ross, & Brewer, 2001; Jeynes, 2000;
Lambdin & Mintrom, 1997). Proponents further cited equity advantages to be
gained from breaking the virtual monopoly of neighborhood schools for families
who could not afford to attend private schools or move to more affluent areas
(Betebenner, Howe, & Foster, 2005; Betts & Loveless, 2005; Gill et al.; Greene,
2000; Hoxby, 2002a; Smrckar & Goldring, 1999; Viteritti, 2002).

Conversely, opponents of school choice claimed that public schools were
performing as well as, or better than, private schools when differences in student
background characteristics were accounted for (Bracey, 2002; 2004; Lubienski &
Lubienski, 2006; Nelson Rosenberg & Van Meter, 2004). Opponents of choice
argued that equity problems might be exacerbated as the choice schools drew
the most able students in a process that was referred to as skimming (Carnoy,
2001; Cobb & Glass, 1999; Gay, 2007; Howe, Eisenhart & Betebenner, 2002;
Okpala, Bell, & Tuprah, 2007; Walsh, 2005). They argued that this skimming
would result in increased ethnic, socioeconomic and ability stratification in
schools, having a negative effect on the non-choosers (Gorard, Taylor & Fitz,
2002). Opponents also argued that expanded school choice would result in
inefficiency from duplication of efforts and from elevated costs of information

dissemination and transportation (Chemsak, 2008; Goldhaber, Guin, Henig, Hess



& Weiss, 2005). They asserted that the better approach would be to
concentrate on improving the quality of all schools (Darling-Hammond, 2004;

Gay, 2007).

Statement of the Problem

School choice was a major NCLB strategy for improving schools and
improving student achievement (USDOE, n.d.c.), but the relationship between
NCLB school choice and student achievement has not been clearly established
(Berends, Watral, Teasley, & Nicotera, 2006; Hassel, Terrell, Kain, & Zeibarth,
2007; Okpala et al., 2007; Walberg, 2007). Since the advent of the 2001 NCLB
legislation, the opportunities for public school choice and the publicly funded
costs associated with it began to increase (USDOE, n.d.b). During the 2006-
2007 school year, almost 120,000 students took advantage of this option
(USDOE, n.d.b, §j4). In that same school year, 422 students from Collier County,
Florida elementary and secondary schools attended an NCLB choice school. For
the 2007-2008 school year, the number of Collier County students attending an
NCLB choice school increased to 673 students in kindergarten through grade 12
(Collier County Public Schools [CCPS], n.d).

The funds to support this endeavor were siphoned from Title | budgets.
Each Local Education Agency (LEA) had to reserve an amount equal to 20% of
its total Title | allocation to implement the LEA’s public school choice plan
(Florida Department of Education [FLDOE], n.d.d). Of this amount, a minimum

amount equal to 5% of the total Title | budget had to be allocated to support the
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costs of choice with transportation (FLDOE, n.d.d). This represented a
significant investment in a strategy that had unknown effects in two areas of
concern identified by researchers: the impact on the academic achievement of
the choosers; and the possibility of increased ethnic, socioeconomic, and ability
stratification among schools (Henig, 1999; Walberg, 2007; Walsh, 2005). An
examination of NCLB school choice and student achievement can assist in

determining whether the use of Title | funds for school choice was warranted.

Research Questions

The following questions guided this research:

1. What differences are there in FCAT mathematics and reading
development scale scores of students in grades four through eight
who exercised NCLB school choice to attend non-Title | schools versus
students who remained in Title | schools designated by NCLB as

needing improvement?

2. What differences are there in the academic achievement levels on the
FCAT mathematics and reading developmental scale scores of
students in grades four through eight who exercised the NCLB public
school choice option versus eligible non-choosers who remained in

their geographically zoned Title | schools?



3. What differences are there in the ethnicity and socioeconomic status of
students in kindergarten through grade eight who exercised the NCLB
public school choice option versus eligible non-choosers from their

geographically zoned Title | schools?

Definition of Terms

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) — “State-defined measurements of progress

toward academic achievement standards in language arts/reading and
mathematics. AYP measurements target the performance and participation of
various subgroups based on race/ethnicity, economic status, educational
disability, and English proficiency. AYP requires that a certain percentage of
students in each subgroup score ‘at grade level’ on the FCAT in reading, writing,
and mathematics. If even one of the groups does not score at grade level, the

entire school does not meet the AYP requirements for that year” (CCPS, 2009).

Choice school — A school that the State of Florida has not identified for

improvement, corrective action, or restructuring (FLDOE, n.d.a).

Eligible non-choosers - Students who did not opt to leave a zoned,

geographically assigned Title | school that was designated by NCLB as being a

“School in Need of Improvement” (SINI).



Florida Comprehensive Assessment Tests - Sunshine State Standards (FCAT

SSS) — Criterion-referenced tests that measure selected benchmarks from the

Sunshine State Standards and that were used to calculate AYP (FLDOE, n.d.b.).

Developmental Scale Scores (DSS) — FCAT SSS mathematics and reading test

scores that were based on a vertically aligned scale that was developed to track
learning gains over time for students in grades 3 through 10. The scale ranges
from 86 to 3008 points (FLDOE, 2007) and “third graders’ scores will be on the
lower end of the developmental scale while the scores of tenth graders will

appear on the higher end” (Coxe, 2002, p.1).

English Language Learner (ELL) — An individual whose native language was a

language other than English, and whose level of English language proficiency
denied him or her the opportunity to learn successfully in classrooms where the

language of instruction was English (FLDOE, 2007b).

Learning gain — “The degree of learning achieved by one student as compared to

himself or herself in one year’s worth of time. Florida DOE will determine a
student’s learning gain by comparing a student’'s FCAT [developmental scale]
scores at the end of one year with the student's FCAT [developmental scale]

scores at the end of the prior school year” (Florida House, 2001, p.4).

Lotteried-in students — Students who applied to an oversubscribed choice school

and who were admitted based on a randomly assigned lottery number.



Lotteried-out students — Students who applied to an oversubscribed choice

school but were denied admission based on a randomly assigned lottery number.

Lottery randomization school choice research design — A research design that

capitalized on situations where there were more than twice as many applicants to
choice schools as there were available seats, and random lottery numbers
determined which students were selected to attend the choice school. The
achievement of the choice applicants who ultimately attended the choice school
was compared with the achievement of those who applied but were not eligible

due to the randomly assigned lottery number.

NCLB School Choice — “Reflects each parent’s preference to transfer their child

from a Title | school that has been identified as in need of improvement to a
school that has not been identified in need of improvement. These options may
also include specialty schools, charter schools, and non-Title | public schools”

(FLDOE, n.d.e).

Panel data set school choice research - Research studies that compared the

achievement gains made by students or schools over time. (Yaffee, 2003).

School In Need of Improvement (SINI) — A Title | school identified as not making

AYP for two or more consecutive years (FLDOE, n.d.a).

Selection bias — A major problem in social science research that was manifested

in school choice research when individuals selected themselves for participation
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in a group, causing a biased study sample if there were differences between
these self-selectors and people in the general population (Sugarman & Kemerer,

1999).

Snapshot research — Research that examined cross-sectional data at one or

more points in time (Wiersma, 2008).

Socioeconomic status — A categorical variable that was broadly defined in this

study by students’ eligibility for free or reduced price lunch.

Research Methodology

This study was a causal-comparative analysis that sought to identify
effects associated with NCLB school choice in a large public school district by
comparing the FCAT SSS mathematics and reading DSS scores and the
demographic characteristics of CCPS students from existing groups. For
Research Question 1, which examined students’ gains on the FCAT mathematics
and reading tests from 2007 to 2008, the comparison groups consisted of: (a)
Students in grades four through eight who exercised NCLB choice to leave Title |
SINI schools for the 2007-2008 school year; and (b) an equal number of eligible
non-choosers who remained in their geographically assigned Title | schools and
were matched with the NCLB choice students based on grade level, zoned
school, ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status, ELL status, and learning

disability status.



Research Question 2 addressed differences in the academic ability levels
of NCLB choice students versus eligible non-choosers as defined by mean
scores on spring 2007 FCAT mathematics and reading tests. The comparison
groups for Research Question 2 were expanded to include all NCLB choice
students in grades four through eight who elected a choice school beginning with
the 2007-2008 school year, and all eligible non-choosers from the targeted grade
levels. For Research Question 3, which assessed differences in the ethnic and
socioeconomic characteristics, the comparison groups were further expanded to

include students in kindergarten, first, second, and third grades.

Population

This study was conducted in Southwest Florida’s Collier County Public
School District (CCPS), which consisted of almost 42,000 students attending 28
elementary schools, 10 middle schools, 8 high schools, one K-8 school, 2 post-
secondary technical centers, and 7 non-traditional alternative schools. Collier
was one of the wealthiest counties in Florida. The Bureau of Economic and
Business Research (BEBR) at the University of Florida indicated a per capita
income that led the state from 2004 through 2008, the last year for which data
were available (University of Florida BEBR, 2009). The distribution of this
income tended to follow a geographic pattern, with a greater concentration of
wealth in the coastal communities of Naples and Marco Island, where only 5.3%
and 5.4% of the population, respectively, earned an income below the poverty

level in 2007 (City-Data, n.d). By contrast, the inland areas had greater
9



concentrations of poverty, which reached the highest levels in the geographically
isolated farming community of Immokalee, where 38.5% of the population earned
an income below the poverty level in 2007 (City-Data), and the percentage of
students who qualified for free or reduced lunch ranged from 87% to 97%
(CCPS, n.d).

In order to be classified as a CCPS Title | school, at least 75% of enrolled
students had to qualify for free or reduced lunch. During the two academic years
for which data were collected, 14 CCPS schools met this criterion: 10 elementary
schools, 2 middle schools, and 1 high school. All were designated as SINI
schools whose students were therefore eligible for NCLB choice.

The accessible sample of students whose FCAT scores were used to
analyze the relationship between academic achievement and NCLB choice
consisted of two groups of 103 students who were in grades 4 through grade 8
during the 2007-2008 school year. The first group that was identified, referred to
as the NCLB choice group, consisted of 103 students who exercised the option
to attend a school other than their geographically zoned Title | SINI school
beginning with the 2007-2008 academic year. The second group of students
was then selected by identifying, for each member of the NCLB choice group, a
student who remained in his or her geographically zoned Title | SINI school, and
who had characteristics matching those of his or her counterpart in the NCLB

choice group. The matching characteristics included grade level, gender,

10



ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and English Language Learner (ELL) status.
Students’ anonymity was protected; all students were identified by number only.
Data collection began with the grade 4 students because the FCAT tests
were not administered until grade 3, so the grade 4 students were the first to
have two consecutive years of scores. The study excluded students beyond
grade 8 because the CCPS system had only one Title | high school, and the
number of its students who opted for choice was fewer than four per grade level
(CCPS). The study also excluded students from the CCPS choice database if
they had not attended a Title | SINI school in the 2006-2007 school year.
Students who were deselected on that basis had attended a non-Title | school,
but later became eligible for NCLB choice because they were assigned to a Title
| SINI for 2007-2008 based on change in residence, rezoning of school
attendance boundaries, or a move to from the elementary school level to the

middle school level.
Instrumentation

The outcome variables used to quantify academic achievement were
measured by changes in students’ FCAT-SSS mathematics and reading DSS
scores from the spring of 2007 to the spring of 2008. The FCAT SSS
developmental scale was specifically developed to reflect learning gains across
grade levels on a criterion-referenced test (FLDOE, n.d.a). It provided the
means of reporting student achievement on a single scale “that spans the entire

range of student achievement for grades 3 through 10” (Human Resources
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Research Organization [HumRRO], 2002, p. 1). Conversely, other measurement
scales used to analyze learning gains, including the scale used by the State of
Florida prior to 2002, reflected a student’s relative standing rather than directly
reporting that student’s academic growth. In the HUmMRRO technical report on
the development of FCAT vertical scaling, Hoffman, Wise and Thacker (2001)
noted the following:
Missing from the current reporting system is a direct estimate of the year-
to-year growth for individual students. Certainly, a student’s relative
standing can be monitored with current data, that is, whether a student
has maintained a Level 2 or a Level 3 score, etc. from year to year. On
the other hand, there is no way to decipher the amount of achievement
that students are gaining from one year to the next. A vertical linking of
the grade-specific, operational scales is needed to create a means for
more directly assessing achievement growth for individual students.

Vertical linking provides the means for translating operational, grade-level
test scores to a common measurement scale (p. 2).

As is typical in a developmental scale, the scores show larger increases at

the lower levels and smaller increases at the higher levels (FLDOE, n.d.a).

Data Collection and Analysis

To determine whether there were significant differences in the
achievement growth of NCLB choice students compared with the matching
eligible non-choosers, the spring 2007 and 2008 FCAT SSS mathematics and
reading DSS scores were collected from the CCPS intranet database and
converted to z scores with a mean of zero and a standard deviation of 1. The
conversion to z scores was necessary because multiple grade levels were used,
and the relative value of gains in scores differed for each grade level. For
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example, a reading score increase of 231 points in grade 4 was roughly
equivalent to a 92-point increase in grade 8 (Educational Development
Associates, n.d, p. 1).

After the mathematics and reading scores from spring 2007 and 2008
were converted to z scores using the appropriate grade-level means and
standard deviations, they were analyzed using a Multivariate Analysis of
Covariance (MANCOVA). The two dependent variables were the 2008 FCAT
SSS mathematics and reading Z scores. The independent variable of interest
was the students’ transfer status: NCLB choice student versus eligible non
chooser. Additional independent variables, including gender, ethnicity, and
socioeconomic status were also analyzed. The 2007 FCAT SSS mathematics
and reading Z scores were the covariates.

Next, differences between the academic ability levels of choice students
and eligible non-choosers were compared in an effort to discover the relationship
between NCLB choice and skimming that draws the most academically able
students from Title | SINI schools. For this analysis, the entire CCPS database
of students in grades 4 through 8 who had 2007 FCAT scores from Title 1 SINI
schools was analyzed using a t-test and a Multivariate Analysis of Variance
(MANOVA). Transfer status was the independent variable of interest; students
assigned to each Title | SINI school were coded as NCLB choice students or
eligible non-choosers. The dependent variables that quantified students’

academic achievement levels were the 2007 FCAT SSS mathematics and
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reading DSS scores. The dependent variables and additional independent
variables, including the demographic characteristics of gender, ethnicity, and
socioeconomic status were analyzed to identify any significant interaction effects
between the demographic characteristics and the main effect of transfer status.
Finally, the ethnic and socioeconomic characteristics of NCLB choice
students and eligible non choosers were examined to determine whether there
were differences between the two groups that could indicate a relationship
between NCLB choice and increased ethnic and socioeconomic stratification
among schools. The comparison groups were expanded further to include in
kindergarten, first, second, and third grade students assigned to Title | SINI
schools. The number and percentage of K — 8 students district-wide who were
eligible for school choice in each ethnic and socioeconomic group was identified.
This was compared with the number and percentage of students in each ethnic
and socioeconomic group who chose to transfer. This process was repeated at
the school level by comparing the percentages of students from each ethnic and
socioeconomic group who were assigned to each Title 1 SINI school with the

number and percentage in each group who actually attended those schools.

Limitations and Delimitations

One limitation of the study was that selection bias could not be addressed
by randomization because NCLB required school choice for all the eligible
students who requested it and who could be placed in a choice school. A second

limitation of the study is the lack of data on occupations and educational levels of

14



the parents, which have been associated with variations in student achievement
(Blau & Duncan, 1967; Center for Education Reform, 2004; Sirin, 2005; White,
1982). Another limitation was the absence of academic achievement data for
students in kindergarten through grade 2, who do not take the FCAT tests used
in the study to quantify academic achievement.

A more unexpected limitation of the study occurred because the teachers’
union and the school district administration became involved in a contentious
dispute over salary in the 2007-2008 school year. The union called for teachers
to work to rule, meaning that they were to work only the 7.5 hours per day
required in their contract, and perform no extra duties. Teachers marched in
protest lines at school board meetings, and they gathered in the parking lots to
await their exact contractual arrival time before entering the school buildings.
Faculty members who opted to participate in unpaid extra-curricular activities
reported feeling pressured by their colleagues to discontinue. The annual district-
wide Reading Symposium, which traditionally promoted the schools’ literacy
initiatives at a local shopping mall had to be cancelled, as were many events at
the individual schools. The number of teachers actively involved in the protests
diminished with time, but for a select few, it continued until the end of the school
year. This dispute affected the usual activities of school personnel and it may
have affected the quality of instruction. Furthermore, the possible effects of this

dispute may have been different among the various schools within the district.
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The delimitating factor was that the target sample consisted of students
from a southern area of Florida characterized by a juxtaposition of wealth and
poverty, and an area which had suburban and rural students, but no urban
representation. Consequently, the results from this study cannot be presumed to
be generalizable to students from other parts of the country, or to students with

characteristics different from the students in the study.

Significance of the Study

This study contributed to the limited research on the relationship between
NCLB-mandated school choice and student achievement, and to the broader
relationship between public school choice and student achievement. For any
program of school choice to be effective, parents and students must have
accurate and meaningful information about the schools from which they may
choose (Hastings & Weinstein, 2008; Howell, 2006; Lamdin & Mintrom, 1997;
Okpala et al., 2007; Peterson, 2006). While NCLB required schools to publish
reading and mathematics test score results for grades 3 through 8, and again in
grade 10 in an effort to help parents distinguish between high and low performing
schools, the NCLB formula for assessing these scores and achieving AYP
amounted to a very broad, pass/fail instrument described by Peterson (2006) as
one that “makes only crude distinctions between schools meeting performance
benchmarks and schools not doing so” (p. 1).

Florida’s A+ Accountability system, by contrast, divided schools into five

different categories of achievement using the familiar A through F designations,

16



thus providing more specific information about student achievement in individual
schools. In addition, the Florida school grading system took into account
students’ gain scores on a developmental scale, which indicated how much they
had progressed from one year to the next. In contrast, this indicator of academic
performance was virtually ignored by NCLB, which specified school performance
criteria based on achievement level rather than gains (Peterson, 2006). This
study was significant, therefore, because it provided an analysis of school choice
in an environment where one of the key requirements of effective choice
programs was met: that of providing meaningful information to families about the

relative achievement levels of schools.

Organization of the Study

Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the dissertation. It includes the
background of the study, a statement of the problem, the research questions,
definition of terms, limitations and delimitations of the study, and the significance
of the study. Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature on school choice.
Chapter 3 describes the sample used in the study, the reliability of the instrument
used to measure the student achievement gains, and the data analysis
procedures. Chapter 4 provides the data results and analysis. Chapter 5

includes a discussion of the findings and recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction

School choice issues permeated national discussions of school reform in
the years surrounding the turn of the century because choice implied the promise
of increased school quality (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Gill et al., 2001; Jeynes, 2000;
Lamdin & Mintrom, 1997; Okpala et al., 2007; Sugarman, 2004). The underlying
assumption was that the educational program was inadequate in the schools
whose students performed poorly on standardized tests, and that competition, or
a market economy among schools, would result in improved educational
outcomes (Betts & Loveless, 2005; Chubb & Moe; Friedman, 1955, 1962;
Gerwitz, Ball & Rowe, 1995; Sweetland, 2002).

The issue of school choice in America has always been politically charged
(Carnoy, Mischel & Rothstein, 2005; Cookson, 1994; Gill, et al., 2001; Lubienski,
Weitzel, & Lubienski, 2009). Supporters believed market competition would
improve student achievement, motivate poor schools to improve, and provide an
alternative for low-income students trapped in ineffective and mismanaged
schools (Cookson; Gill et al.; Lambdin & Mintrom, 1997). Opponents of school
choice believed it would drain support from the schools that most needed it, and
would be exercised by only a limited number of parents, resulting in a negative
effect on the students who remained in the schools less chosen (Gorard, et al.,
2002; Sugarman & Kemerer, 1999; Walsh, 2005). Despite the existence of

numerous studies of school choice in its various forms, most of the literature on
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the relationship between student achievement and public school choice cited the
need for additional empirical evidence because the results to date have been
limited, conflicting and ambiguous, with no consensus on any major aspect of the
school choice debate (Ballou, Teasley & Zeidner, 2006; Berends et al., 2006;
Hassel, 2005; Hassel et al., 2007; Okpala et al., 2007; Walberg, 2007).

Since the implementation of NCLB sanctions mandating school choice,
only two published studies examining the relationship of academic achievement
to NCLB choice in traditional, non-charter public schools were identified
(McCombs, 2007; Okpala et al., 2007). McCombs used student-level elementary
and middle school data in her study and did not find evidence of improved
student achievement for choice students, but neither was she able to reject the
null hypothesis that choice did not have an impact on student achievement.
Okpala et al. used school-level data in their study of NCLB school choice and
found significantly higher achievement on end-of-grade reading and math tests in
selected North Carolina middle schools of choice than in traditional middle
schools with similar demographic characteristics.

Due to the limited research on NCLB school choice, most of the relevant
literature was drawn from studies of student achievement in voucher programs,
which were programs that provided scholarships to public school students to
assist with private school tuition (Gill et al., 2001; Greene, 2000; Kahlenberg,
2003), and from student achievement in charter school programs (Hassel, 2005;

Okpala, et al., 2007; Walberg, 2007). Studies of the voucher programs and the

19



public charter schools have provided conflicting results. In addition, there was no
consensus among researchers regarding the best research design for examining
school choice (Ballou, et al., 2006; Bifulco & Ladd, 2006; Bracey, 2004; Braun,
Jenkins & Grigg; 2006; Greene, Forster, & Winters, 2003; Hoxby & Murarka,
2007; Lubienski & Lubienski, 2006; Lubienski et al., 2009). There was debate
regarding every salient issue related to school choice, including its impact on
student achievement for the students who opted for a choice school, its impact
on students and schools that were not chosen, and the best method for
answering the questions about the controversial concept of increasing the

alternatives to traditional public schools.

Theoretical Foundations

The theoretical framework for school choice was based on the application
of a market economy to schools and on the assumption that choice would
produce competition that will force underperforming schools to either improve or
close completely (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Garn & Cobb, 2008). Milton Friedman
(1955, 1962) was an early advocate for school choice in the form of vouchers,
arguing that the government should not perform the dual functions of financing
and providing education. He proposed a system in which the government would
provide subsidies to families to purchase a specified minimum level of education
per child per year from approved educational providers. Under his proposed
system, parents would be free to spend their voucher amount and any additional

money they chose on their children’s education, and the government'’s role would
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be restricted to upholding minimum standards. Friedman (1962) contended that
the system of educational vouchers would create competition among schools and
therefore promote the kind of innovative practices that are discouraged by the
conformity required in bureaucratically run government schools.

The equity argument was further advanced by Coons and Sugarman
(1978), who wrote that “society’s objective is to give families of all incomes as
nearly equal access to participating schools as possible” (p. 190). As a result,
they proposed a system significantly more complex than Friedman’s, in which
voucher amounts would differ based on the tuition charges of the school, and on
family income and family willingness to invest in education (as cited in Lamdin &
Mintrom, 1997). Coons and Sugarman also noted that the availability of high-
quality information about the performance of schools was a prerequisite for
making meaningful choices among them.

For political scientists Chubb and Moe (1990), the perceived inability of
contemporary public schools to function effectively was the central argument in
favor of school choice. They analyzed the large data set from the 1966
Coleman, et al. study comparing public and private school achievement and they
concluded that school autonomy represented the single most important
ingredient of school success. Chubb and Moe asserted that bureaucratic
governance of schools was counterproductive because educators spent an
inordinate amount of time satisfying the mandates of the bureaucracy rather than

focusing on improving school quality. They argued that that democratic
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governance and bureaucracy go hand in hand, that they work together against
autonomy; therefore they work against the effectiveness of schools. Chubb and
Moe proposed that control of schools should be taken from the democratically
governed bureaucracies and vested directly with schools, parents and students.
Although Chubb and Moe’s theoretical assumptions and their empirical studies
have been criticized (Henig, 1995; Lubienski & Lubienski, 2006), their work has
remained influential in school choice policy debates (Jeynes, 2000; Lamdin &

Mintrom, 1997).

NCLB and School Choice Theory

The central theoretical arguments in favor of school choice were
developed by positing private schools as the alternatives to public schools.
NCLB choice, however, did not involve private schools; instead it offered choice
among public schools, including publicly funded charter schools (USDOE, n.d.d).
Consequently, NCLB choice did not correlate precisely with the arguments used
in developing the historical theoretical foundations of school choice. Despite the
lack of a perfect correlation between historical choice theory arguments and
school choice as it existed under NCLB guidelines, two of the basic tenets of
choice theory were satisfied by NCLB choice with regard to non-charter public
schools. First, the market economy concept applied because funding follows the
students. Second, the mandatory assignment of students to geographically
zoned schools was eliminated (USDOE, n.d.b). When charter schools were

chosen, reduced bureaucracy, which was a third tenet of choice theory applied
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as well (Chubb & Moe, 1992; Gill et al., 2001, Lambdin & Mintrom, 1997,
Walberg, 2007).

School choice was one of the four key elements or four pillars of NCLB
legislation (USDOE, n.d.c., J[5). These four pillars included: (a) stronger
accountability for results on standardized tests, (b) an emphasis on the use of
research-based educational instructional programs and teaching methods, (c)
more flexibility for states and communities in the way they use their federal funds,
and (d) more choices for parents. These first three pillars involved strategies for
improving overall student achievement. The fourth pillar, more choices for
parents, provided what McCombs (2007) referred to as an escape valve for the
children whose schools did not meet standards despite the strategies
encompassed in the first three pillars. NCLB legislation indicated that the
purpose of the choice component was to provide the option of a quality education
for individual students. Choice theory proponents would argue that it served the
additional purpose of forcing ineffective schools to respond to the market
pressures of declining enroliment (Belfield & Levin, 2005; Betts, 2005; Greene,

2001; Sugarman, 2004).

School Choice Research Designs

The identified school choice studies could be grouped into two categories:
(a) Panel data set research that compared achievement gains made by students
or schools over time, and (b) snapshot research that examined achievement

levels of students in different types of schools at a one or more points in time.
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The panel set research studies could be further subdivided based on the type of
comparison groups used to analyze student achievement gains. These included
comparisons of the achievement gains of students or schools with matching
demographic characteristics, comparisons of the achievement gains of a single
group of students when they were in a choice school versus the gains they made
when they were in a geographically zoned school, and comparisons of the
achievement gains of lotteried-in students and were accepted to a choice school
with the achievement gains of lotteried-out students who applied but were not
admitted due to a randomly assigned number.

Each design had proponents and detractors, with researchers sometimes
advocating for their design of choice while criticizing alternative designs. In the
case of the panel data designs with lottery-randomization control groups and the
snapshot designs, the results pointed in opposing directions, with lottery
randomization studies indicating improved achievement in choice schools (Hoxby
& Murarka, 2007; Hoxby & Rockoff, 2005) while national data set studies
indicated lagging achievement in choice schools (Braun et al., 2006; Lubienski &
Lubienski, 2004, 2006; Nelson et al., 2004). The remaining studies revealed
mixed results, with some indicating a choice school advantage (Greene,
Peterson, & Du, 1998; Mayer, Peterson, Myers, Tuttle & Howell, 2002; Okpala et
al., 2007); one noting a consistent traditional public school advantage (Bifulco &
Ladd, 2006) and still others indicating no significant difference between

traditional public schools and choice schools (Howell, Wolf, Peterson, &
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Campbell, 2000; Kreuger & Zhu, 2004; McCombs, 2007; Witte, 1998; Zimmer &
Buddin, 2005). The remaining studies yielded results that were contradictory
based on either the type of choice schools that were studied (Gronberg &
Janssen, 2001), the length of time students spent in choice schools (Booker,
Gilpatric, Gronberg, & Jansen, 2004; Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2002; Solmon,
Paark & Garcia, 2001; Sass; 2006), or the sample targeted for data analysis

(Ballou et al., 2006).

Voucher School Research

Much early research on public school choice examined voucher school
programs, and the studies yielded contradictory results even when different
groups of qualified researchers examined the same data set (Gill et al., 2001).
Some researchers found improved achievement for voucher students (Greene et
al., 1998; Howell et al., 2000; Peterson & Howell; 2003) while others found the
achievement of voucher students equivalent to that of their counterparts in
traditional public schools (Kreuger & Zhu, 2004; Lubienski & Lubienski, 2006;
MPR, 2000; Witte, 1998).

One of the earliest credible voucher programs was the Milwaukee voucher
experiment, which began in 1991 (Witte, 1998). The resulting analyses of the
program were perhaps indicative of the conflicting findings on the impact of
vouchers on student achievement. In this program, the number of vouchers was
initially 1% of the total enrollment in Milwaukee public schools, only non-sectarian

schools were included, and only 341 students participated in the first year of
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implementation. At the conclusion of the 5-year period for which his evaluation
was commissioned, Witte compared the students in the voucher program with a
group of Milwaukee public school students, controlling for background
characteristics, and found no consistent difference in students’ achievement in
reading or math.

The data were subsequently reevaluated by Greene et al. (1998) using a
different comparison group for the voucher students: students who had applied
for vouchers and had been unable to use them due to lack of space in a
participating school, or lotteried-out students. Greene et al. argued that this
targeted group of students was more appropriate comparison group because it
created a randomization effect among all voucher choosers, therefore avoiding
the problem of selection bias, or the potential bias caused by the possibility that
students and families who self-select for a voucher or private school program
may have different unobservable characteristics, such as motivation, from
students who do not. The change in the comparison group used by Greene et al.
yielded different results from Witte's (1998); they found that voucher students’
achievement was significantly higher in both reading and math than was the
achievement of the lotteried-out students who were unable to use their vouchers.

The data were then examined again by Rouse (1998), who used both the
lottery-randomization comparison group and statistical controls. Rouse found
significantly smaller gains for voucher school students in reading than did Greene

et al. (1998), but she found math gains similar to theirs. However, Rouse noted
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the large attrition rate and speculated that the generalizability of the study was
suspect since the students who struggled in the private schools may have been
the ones to drop out of the program, leaving only those students who were
performing well as members of the voucher school group. Indeed, all the
researchers (Greene et al.; Rouse; Witte, 1998) noted that their results had
limited implications with regard to the broader debate on vouchers and school
choice because of the low confidence level of the study, the high attrition rate,
and the limited number of students who participated in the testing process.

Forming a comparison group that consisted of voucher applicants whose
lottery numbers prevented them from attending a choice school became the
standard in later evaluations of voucher programs in Dayton, Ohio; Washington
DC; and Charlotte, North Carolina (Howell et al., 2000), and in New York City
(Mayer, et al., 2002). The initial evaluations of voucher experiments in each of
these cities indicated no statistically significant difference in achievement
between the lotteried-in and lotteried-out groups on the lowa Test of Basic Skills
(ITBS). However, when the results were disaggregated by ethnicity, African
American voucher students scored higher compared to their counterparts in the
comparison group of lotteried-out students (Howell et al.; Mayer et al.). While
increased achievement among African Americans was found at a statistically
significant level in all cities except Dayton, there were differences in the data and
the results in the various locations. In Washington DC, the improved

achievement among African American students did not appear until after
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students had spent two years in the voucher program, but it was the only city in
which the private school advantage was consistent across grade levels. In
Charlotte, both reading and math ITBS scores were higher for African American
students after only one year, but grade level results were not reported (Howell et
al.).

Subsequent analyses of the data from the New York City voucher
program, however, indicated that the finding of increased achievement among
African American students was inconclusive and should be considered with
caution (Krueger & Zhu, 2004; Mayer et al., 2002). After the first two years of the
program, the original researchers had urged caution in attributing significance to
the achievement differential among African American students because, when
the scores were disaggregated by grade level, the increased achievement was
found to be driven entirely by one grade level cohort, with no measurable
difference attributable to students in the other grade levels (Mayer et al.).
However, after three years in the private school, the researchers found that the
African American advantage leveled out and became consistent across grade
levels (Myers & Mayer, 2003).

In a subsequent review of the data, Kreuger and Zhu (2004) discovered
an error in the formula for weighting of scores. Students without baseline data,
primarily kindergarten students, were excluded from the calculations and there
was no corresponding adjustment in the weighting formula to compensate for

their exclusion. As a result of Krueger and Zhu'’s work, two of the original
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researchers, Myers and Mayer (2003), revised their formulas and the new
calculations revealed a weaker correlation between voucher students and ITBS
achievement gains.

A second factor that affected the results of New York City voucher
experiment study was the method of classifying students’ race. The original race
classification was based only on the race of the mother (Mayer et al., 2002).
Krueger and Zhu (2004) found that when the father’'s race was also used to
classify students as African American, the achievement gains were diluted even
further. It should be noted that two of the initial researchers, Myers and Mayer
(2003), responded to Krueger and Zhu'’s re-evaluation by noting the weaker
correlation and advising caution in attributing significance to the findings.
Conversely, their fellow researchers, Peterson and Howell (2003), wrote the
following:

Over the past year, we have identified numerous errors in Krueger and

Zhu'’s (KZs) original paper and in their rejoinder, some of which they have

corrected. Pointing out errors that KZ have subsequently corrected would

only cloud the issue at stake in this exchange—namely, whether African

Americans who switched from public to private schools in New York City

posted positive test score gains. The overwhelming weight of the
evidence suggests that in fact, they did (p. 60).

The different opinions of the various researchers, even when using the
same data set, substantiated the assertions by Gill et al. (2001), Sugarman
(2004), Hassel (2005), and Okpala et al. (2007) that the findings on the student

achievement and school vouchers were conflicting and inconclusive.
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Charter School Research

Since 1998, the literature on school choice focused less on voucher
programs and more on charter schools, which grew in number dramatically
(Hassel, 2005; Hoxby & Rockoff, 2005; Walberg, 2007). In Florida alone, the
number of public charter schools increased from 5 in 1996 to 358 in the 2007-
2008 school year (FLDOE, n.d.e). The results from charter school studies were
contradictory, with researchers differing not only with regard to their findings, but
also differing with regard to the best research design, as was the case with
voucher programs.

Several studies found achievement in traditional public schools higher
than in public charter schools (Bifulco & Ladd, 2006; Braun, et al., 2006;
Lubienski & Lubienski, 2006; Nelson, et al., 2004; Robelin, 2008). A 2005 RAND
study found no difference in student achievement between the two types of
schools (Zimmer & Buddin). In contrast, other researchers found that students in
charter schools outperformed students in traditional public schools (Hoxby &
Murarka, 2007; Hoxby & Rockoff, 2005; Greene, 2000).

Still others found that charter school students lagged behind their
traditional public school peers for periods of three to six years, when the gap
between the two either disappeared, or the charter students began to outperform
the traditional school students (Booker et al., 2004; Hanushek et al., 2002; Sass,
2006). Other researchers found that the performance of charter students relative

to traditional school students varied greatly, sometimes with a charter school
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advantage and other times with a traditional school advantage (Greene et al.,
2003; Hassel, 2005; Solmon et al., 2001).

One of the earliest studies of charter schools was the Gronberg and
Janssen (2001) Texas Public Policy Institute (TPPI) examination of charter and
traditional public school students’ scores on the Texas Assessment of Academic
Skills between 1997 and 2000. Because Texas law established a distinction
between charters serving at-risk students and other charter schools, TPPI
researchers Gronberg and Jansen analyzed the two types of charter schools
separately. They used a panel data set research design and reported their
results in terms of gains on the Texas Learning Index. They controlled for
selection bias by using school-level prior achievement scores to account for pre-
existing differences between charter and traditional public school students. They
then compared the variation from one year to the next in order to evaluate the
achievement of students who switched from public to charter schools. TPPI
researchers found that the at-risk charter students outperformed at-risk traditional
public school students, but the non at-risk charter students performed worse than
comparable public school students. They then conducted additional analyses of
the data and found the newness of the charter schools to be a factor. First, they
noted that continuing charters in their second or third year outperformed charters
that were in their first year of operation. Second, they found that charter
students’ academic achievement was lowest in their first year in the charter, but

that it improved in subsequent years. This finding of weaker academic

31



achievement in students’ first year at a charter school was consistent with
research indicating that student mobility had a negative effect on academic
achievement (Pribesh & Downey, 1999; Swanson & Schneider, 1999).

Four additional studies yielded similar results with regard to the early
years students spent in charter schools, but found that charter school student
achievement improved over time until it equaled or exceeded the achievement of
non-charter public school students. A study of Arizona charter schools by
Solmon, Paark and Garcia (2001) and a study of Texas charter schools by
Hanushek et al. (2002) found that students in their first two years at a charter
school scored lower than their non-charter public school peers, but they found
that by the third year, there was no difference between the achievement of the
charter students and non-charter public school students. Still later, Booker,
Gilpatric, Gronberg, and Jansen, (2004) found in a study of Texas charter
schools that after a period of six years, the achievement of charter school
students exceeded that of their traditional public school counterparts. This
finding was corroborated by Sass’ (2006) study of charter school student
achievement in Florida, which indicated that, by the fifth year, Florida charter
students’ scores were equal to public school students’ scores in math, but were
higher in reading.

By contrast, Bifulco and Ladd’s (2006), analysis of charter schools in
North Carolina indicated lower achievement among charter school students even

after five years. In an analysis of achievement in Los Angeles and San Diego,
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Zimmer and Buddin (2005) found no statistically significant differences between
charter and non-charter public school achievement.

Ballou et al. (2006) examined charter schools in Idaho, and argued for a
panel data set research design that measured gains, but they did not agree with
the model that measured student-level data for only those students observed in
both types of schools. They noted that using this model to control for student
achievement limited the study sample to only those students who moved back
and forth between public and charter schools, stating that “just as charter school
students may be atypical of the total student population, so the students who
move back and forth between charter and traditional public schools may be a
nonrepresentative subset of all those who enroll in charter schools” 2. Ballou et
al. analyzed student achievement data two times: once using the student-level
data of students who switched from non-charter schools to charter schools, and
again analyzing school-level gains. They found that charter school achievement
was superior when the model analyzing student-level data was used, but when
school-level data were used, there was no significant difference between groups.

Hoxby and Rockoff (2005) chose the panel data set research model to
analyze student gains over time, but they used the lottery randomization
comparison groups to study charter school student achievement on the ITBS in
Chicago. They compared the achievement of lotteried-in students who attended
oversubscribed charter schools with the achievement of students who had

applied to attend the charter schools but were unable to do so because of a
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randomly assigned lottery number. Unlike previous studies of charter schools,
Hoxby and Rockoff found “clear positive effects of attending a charter school on
the math and reading test scores of students who enter charter schools in
kindergarten through 5" grade” (p. 7), noting that “students in charter schools
outperformed a comparable group of lotteried-out students by 5 to 6 percentile
points in math and about 5 percentile points in reading” (p. 6). They noted that
their research yielded greater gains for charter students than previous research,
which they attributed to a superior research design.
Research on charter schools, like the schools themselves is fairly new.
We are not aware of any studies that use lotteries to isolate the effects of
attending a charter school. Standard value-added analyses, which are
often used to evaluate charter schools, rely entirely on an unusual group
of students who switch from regular public schools to charter schools late
in their elementary-school careers. Our analysis confirms that estimates
of the effects of attending a charter school that rely on this peculiar group

of students differ dramatically from estimates that are representative of
students who apply to charter schools (p. 7).

Hoxby and Rockoff (2005) hypothesized that the differences between their
results and previous studies probably stemmed from the tendency of parents to
move children from one elementary school to another only if they were struggling
academically, and argued that randomization provided estimates of achievement
that were “inherently better than those based on standard gains analysis” (p. 7).

Subsequently, Hoxby and Murarka (2007) evaluated New York City’s
charter schools in what they described as “the largest lottery-based evaluation of

charter schools to date” (p. 9). They first compared the demographic and
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program eligibility characteristics of lotteried-in students with those of the
lotteried-out students, and found no significant differences in the student
characteristics. Hoxby and Murarka then used student-level state test scores
from the 2000-2001 school year to the 2005-2006 school year and found that
New York City’s charter schools “raised their 3" through 8" graders’ math
achievement by 0.09 of a standard deviation and reading achievement by 0.04 of
a standard deviation compared with what would have happened had they
remained in traditional public schools” (p. 5). In contrast with the voucher
experiment results, they found “no evidence that the improvement in
achievement differs between boys and girls or between blacks and Hispanics” (p.
6). In contrast with other charter school studies, they found no differences in
achievement between the initial year and subsequent years when they controlled
for school policies that provided for a longer school day and a longer school year.
Ballou et al. (2006) disagreed with Hoxby and Rockoff’s (2005)
assessment of the best research design, noting that lottery randomization studies
were limited to those charter schools that were so oversubscribed as to have
waiting lists long enough to support, not only a group of lotteried-in students who
were able to attend the charter school, but also a comparison group with an
equal number of lotteried-out students. Ballou et al. argued that such charter
schools would seem to be among the very best, and it would be surprising if
achievement was not greater in these schools when compared with traditional

schools.
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Lubienski, Weitzel, and Lubienski (2009) also questioned the
generalizabiltiy and reliability of the lottery randomization studies conducted by
researchers of achievement in both charter and voucher schools. They argued
that, “while randomization models can make significant contributions in some
circumstances, there are also substantial problems with randomized models
when employed with real students and schools” (p. 175). With regard to
generalizability, Lubienski et al. stated that the act of applying for a voucher
implied a level of academic motivation that may not exist in the general
population of students and families, thus indicating that any differences in
achievement might not transfer to the general public. They also echoed the
argument of Ballou et al. (2006) that such studies involved a very limited number
of choice school and public schools. Lubienski et al. further stated that the public
schools in these studies were “by no means representative of public schools in
general. They have essentially been identified as failing schools by parents who
choose to leave them for what are presumably higher performing private schools”
(p. 178).

Lubienski et al. (2009) asserted that the strength of the lottery-
randomization model was what they considered the “overstated claim” (p. 178) of
school choice advocates that this research design controlled naturally for
selection bias. They argued that controlling for the selection bias of students
may have been countered by selection bias at the school level, since the

students in the studies had to be accepted by the receiving schools. They further
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noted that a large number of students whose lottery numbers entitled them to
enrollment in a choice school did not take advantage of the opportunity, which
raises the possibility that the students who did attend a choice school were more
motivated and/or more financially able to do so.

An alternative model for assessing the effectiveness of charter schools
involved analyzing the large national data set provided by National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP). In 2002, the National Assessment Governing
Board (NAGB) authorized a pilot study of 4™ grade charter school students’
achievement on the 2003 NAEP assessment (Smith, 2004). “The study included
150 charter schools and sampled 3,296 students in reading and 3,238 in
mathematics” (Smith, [ 2).

The charter school student data from the 2003 NAEP assessment sparked
a heated debate that was played out in, among other publications, the New York
Times (Carnoy et al., 2005). In a study commissioned by the American
Federation of Teachers (AFT), researchers Nelson, Rosenberg and Van Meter
(2004) alleged that the NAGB had unnecessarily delayed release of the 2003
NAEP charter school report and had violated its own policies in order to structure
the report in a way that would portray charter schools in a more favorable light.

On March 5, 2004, NCES presented 2003 NAEP charter school results to

NAGB members at a closed session (permitted by law) of their meeting.

The release date for the NAEP Charter School Report was still listed as

June 2004. By NAGB’s May 2004 meeting, however, not only had the

release date been postponed again, to December 2004, but the plan for

the much-anticipated report had been fundamentally altered. Whereas

official NAEP reports have always contained only descriptive data — which
was the original plan for the NAEP Charter School Report, as well - NCES
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now proposed accompanying the charter school results with a special,
sophisticated analysis that ‘would try to determine whether the
characteristics of charter schools, such as their governance, can explain
any achievement differences from other public schools beyond those
accounted for by characteristics of the students.

Although NAGB approved the new plan for the NAEP Charter
School Report, NAGB policy (1989, 1994) prohibits officially reporting
NAEP scores with officially prepared “adjusted” or “predicted” results
because they “would be subject to serious methodological and political
challenges and would be contrary to the strong national commitment to
encouraging high standards for all children” (p. i).

Nelson et al. (2004) stated that the AFT was frustrated by repeated NAEP
delays in releasing data that were collected in 2003 and so the AFT “decided to
try to unearth the basic NAEP charter school results” (p. ii).

Embedded in the questionnaire that was administered to schools along

with the 2003 NAEP math and reading tests in grades 4 and 8 is the

question: What type of school is this? “Charter school” was one of the
possible answers. This enabled the American Federation of Teachers

(AFT) to comb through the Web-based NAEP Data Tool to identify

NAEP’s first-time, nationally representative sample of charter schools

(grade 4) that is the subject of the inexplicably twice-delayed charter
school report (p. ii).

After Nelson et al. (2004) had identified the charter school students, they
analyzed the data for the AFT and concluded that in grade 4, even when
socioeconomic status was considered, charter school students’ reading and math
achievement was lower than that of non-charter public school students, and the
difference was statistically significant. For grade 8 students, the reading
achievement of charter school students was significantly lower than that of non-
charter public school students, but there was no statistically significant difference

in reading achievement.
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A summary report on the results of the study was published on the front
page of the New York Times on August 17" 2004. This elicited a swift response
from the Center for Education Reform and 31 members of the research
community in the form of a full-page advertisement in the August 25, 2004 edition
of the New York Times criticizing both the AFT study and the newspaper’s
reporting of it.

The Center for Education Reform advertisement (2004) indicated the
following flaws in the Nelson et al. AFT study: (a) The NAEP data did not include
sufficient information on family background characteristics; (b) the data included
only a single point-in-time set of test scores, which cannot effectively measure
school effectiveness in the absence of better family background information; (c)
the data analysis was unsophisticated, considering differences in only one family
background characteristic at a time, rather than analyzing the characteristics
simultaneously.

The major weakness of the AFT study that was cited in the Center for
Education Reform advertisement was corrected in the December 2004 National
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) pilot study report because it included
additional information on family background characteristics that was unavailable
to the AFT researchers, who were limited to the use of the web-based NAEP
Data Tool. The additional information did not, however, produce a different result
with regard to mathematics achievement; the NCES study confirmed the AFT

finding of lower mathematics achievement for charter school students.
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With regard to reading achievement, though, the NCES (2004) research
did not support the Nelson et al. (2004) finding of overall lower achievement for
charter school students, noting that there was no statistically significant
difference between students from the two types of schools. The NCES study
indicated, further, that when the results were analyzed by ethnicity, the reading
achievement of White, Black, and Hispanic charter school students was not
statistically different from that of their traditional public school peers. The NCES
study did, however, corroborate the Nelson et al. finding of lower reading scores
for charter school students who were eligible for free or reduced priced lunch
when compared with eligible students from traditional public schools.

Despite the similarities in the results of the 2004 AFT and NCES studies,
the press releases from the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB,
2004), which authorized the NCES report, contained no references to the shared
findings of lower overall math achievement in charter schools and lower reading
achievement for students who qualified for free or reduced lunch. Instead, the
press releases listed only those results that indicated no statistical difference
between charter and traditional public school performance.

The mathematics and reading performance of White, Black, and Hispanic
fourth graders in charter schools is not measurably different from the

performance of fourth graders with similar racial/ethnic backgrounds in in
other public schools (NAGB, 2004, q[1).

The NAGB is described on its website as independent and bipartisan.
Notably, by selecting for press release only those data that indicated charter

performance was equivalent to non-charter public school performance, and
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omitting all data that indicated lagging charter school performance, it could be
inferred that AFT researchers Nelson, Rosenberg and Van Meter (2004) were
justified in suggesting that the decisions of the NAGB were motivated by a bias in
favor of charter schools.

The finding of lower 2003 NAEP mathematics achievement for charter
school students that was omitted from NAGB press releases was corroborated,
however, in a pair of 2006 studies (Braun et al., 2006; Lubienski & Lubienski,
2006). Both studies used the complete data set employed in the 2004 NCES
study, and both used the hierarchical linear modeling for data analysis. More
recently, Robelin (2008) noted that the 2007 NAEP data indicated the same
negative achievement for charter school students.

Critics of the studies using the NAEP data sets continued to caution that
such studies should not be used to make causal claims because the NAEP data
provided only point-in-time information about the achievement of a different
group of students in each testing cycle (Carnoy, et al., 2005; Henig, 2007). They
argued that such studies were fundamentally flawed because they did not
measure individual student learning gains over time, thus leaving the important
variable of student prior achievement out of the analysis (Carnoy, et al.; Henig;

Robelin, 2008).
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Lubienski et al. (2009) countered that that, “despite its limitations, NAEP is
the largest nationally representative assessment and provides a detailed picture
of student achievement and demographics” (p. 172). Lubienski et al. advocated
for the use of NAEP data as follows:

The data, combined with multi-level modeling approaches, allow

researchers to control for the individual and school-level factors known to

influence student achievement and thereby produce a clear picture of how
achievement varies within and between various types of schools.

Although NAEP is limited in offering only a “snapshot” of student

achievement at one point in time, it offers a high-resolution image of

achievement in various types of schools and the factors related to student
and school outcomes (p. 172).

Charter school studies, using panel data set analyses of the achievement
gains for comparison groups with matching characteristics, panel data set gains
comparisons using lottery randomization comparison groups, and snapshot
national data set analysis have failed to provide a consensus on the impact of
choice on student achievement. The merits of the individual research designs
were contested by scholars, and, as indicated inTable 1, the results were

contradictory.
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Table 1

Summary of Charter School Achievement Studies

Author(s)
Location

Publication Date

Research Design and
Comparison Groups

Findings

Panel Data Set Gains Analyses: Comparisons of Similar Students and/or Schools

Gronberg &
Janssen
Texas

2001

Booker et al.
Texas
2004

Zimmer & Buddin
Multiple states
2006

Sass
Florida
2006

Bifulco & Ladd
North Carolina
2006

Ballou et al.
IDAHO
2006

Panel Data Set

Comparison of gains made by
same students when in charter
schools vs. in traditional public
schools

At-risk and non at-risk charters
analyzed separately

Panel Data Set

Comparisons of gains made by
charter students vs. non-charter
public students with similar
demographic characteristics

Panel Data Set

Comparison of gains made by
charter students vs. non-charter
public students

Panel Data Set

Comparison of gains made by
all Florida students in charter
schools and non-charter public
schools

Panel Data Set

Comparison of gains made by
charter vs. non-charter public
students in schools with similar
demographic characteristics

Panel Data Set

Comparison of student-level
gains made by same students
when in charter school vs. in
non-charter public school and
Comparison of school-level
gains of students in charter
schools vs. non-charter public
schools

Charter school achievement gains
higher for charters serving at-risk
students;

Public school achievement gains
higher for non at-risk students;
Charter achievement gains lowest in
students’ first year at charter; gains
improved in subsequent years

Charter students’ achievement gains
higher after six years in charter
school

No statistically significant difference
between charter and non-charter
public school students’ achievement
gains

After 5 years in charter schools,
there was no statistically significant
difference in mathematics gains;
Higher reading gains for charter
students

Non-charter public school students’
achievement gains higher even after
6 years in charter school

Analysis of student-level gains of
students who switched from public to
charter schools found greater gains
when the students were in the
charter school;

Analysis of school-level data found
no statistically significant difference
between the gains of charter vs.
non-charter public school students
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Author(s)
Location

Publication Date

Research Design and
Comparison Groups

Findings

Panel Data Gains Analyses: Lottery Randomization Comparison Groups

Hoxby & Rockoff
Multiple states

2005

Hoxby & Murarka
New York City

2007

Panel Data Set

Comparison of lotteried-in vs.
lotteried-out applicants to
oversubscribed charter schools

Panel Data Set

Comparison of lotteried-in vs.
lotteried-out applicants to
oversubscribed charter schools

Charter school achievement gains of
lotteried-in students were
significantly greater than those of
lotteried-out students in both reading
and mathematics

Charter school achievement gains of
lotteried-in students were
significantly greater than those of
lotteried-out students in both reading
and mathematics

Snapshot Data Analyses

NCES
National
2004

Braun et al.
National
2006

Lubienski &
Lubienski
National
2006

Robelin
National
2008

Snapshot Data

Comparison of NAEP
achievement levels of students
in charter vs. non-charter public
schools with advanced
statistical controls for
demographic characteristics

Snapshot Data

Comparison of NAEP
achievement levels of students
in charter vs. non-charter public
schools with advanced
statistical controls for
demographic characteristics

Snapshot Data

Comparison of NAEP
achievement levels of students
in charter vs. non-charter public
schools with advanced
statistical controls for
demographic characteristics

Snapshot Data

Comparison of 2007 NAEP
achievement levels of students
in charter vs. non-charter public
schools with basic statistical
controls for demographic
characteristics

Grade 4 mathematics achievement
levels higher for non-charter public
school students in mathematics;
No statistically significant difference
in reading achievement levels;

Grade 4 achievement levels higher
for non-charter public school
students in mathematics

Grade 4 achievement levels higher
for non-charter public school
students in mathematics;

No analysis of reading scores

Charter school student achievement
levels lower than non-charter public
school achievement levels
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Skimming: Ability, Socioeconomic, and Ethnic Stratification

Studies examining skimming, or the possibility that choice schools drew
the most able students away from traditional public schools and resulted in
increased ethnic and socioeconomic stratification were also contradictory. In her
meta-analysis of charter school studies, Hoxby (2002b) concluded that school
choice did not promote skimming. Rather, she touted school choice as the
“proverbial rising tide that lifts all boats” (p.1), raising the achievement of students
who remained in traditional schools as well as those who exercised choice.

In a 2003 analysis of charter schools in 11 states, Manhattan Institute for
Policy Research (MIPR) scholars Greene, Forster, & Winters found, as did the
studies of NAEP data sets, that charter schools served a disproportionate
number of disadvantaged students. Since disadvantaged students have typically
scored lower than their peers on standardized tests, this would suggest that
choice schools were not drawing the most academically talented students away
from traditional public schools.

Carnoy et al. (2005) subsequently challenged the assertion that
disadvantaged students were disproportionately represented in charter schools.
They performed a meta-analysis of charter school studies that were conducted
using national NAEP data as well as studies from 12 states and the District of
Columbia. They argued that, in the studies they deemed most rigorous, when
factors of ethnicity and socioeconomic status were considered together, the

results indicated that traditional public schools had a greater share of low-income
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Black, Hispanic, and White students, because the public schools had a more
disadvantaged population among each ethnic group. They noted, for example,
that approximately 68% of Black students in charter schools were from low-
income households, but 76% of Black students in traditional public schools were
identified as members of low-income households (p. 35). This would suggest
that superficial analyses of students’ demographic characteristics could not
dispel the possibility that school choice contributed to skimming.

The Ballou et al. (2006) study of Idaho charter school achievement
identified movers and analyzed the mean academic gains in their schools of
origin and their schools of destination. They found that “students moving to a
charter school tend to select better than average schools, as measured by next
year’s gains among students already enrolled at the school” (p. 22).

Holmes, DeSimone and Rupp (2003), using more precise student-level
data, studied charter schools in North Carolina and found that students leaving
district schools for charter schools tended to have above average test scores.
Similarly, McCombs (2007), in her study of NCLB school choice found that
students who transferred under NCLB choice were “significantly more likely than
eligible students who did not transfer to have scored at the highest proficiency
level in reading (p. 97). Additionally, she noted that the choice students were
more likely to be White and less likely to be African American, suggesting that

school choice could contribute to ethnic stratification.
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Howe et al. (2002) in an examination of Denver’s open enroliment choice
program indicated similar findings, stating that “in general, students requesting
open enrollment...had higher test scores than their district cohorts and applied
disproportionately to schools with higher test scores” (p. 22). They also noted
patterns of race and income in student movement, with White students leaving
minority schools, and students who did not qualify for free and reduced-price
lunches leaving the schools with higher percentages of students who did qualify
for free and reduced-price lunches. They concluded that the open enrollment
choice program resulted in significantly increased ethnic and socioeconomic
stratification within the school district.

As with studies of achievement, there was no consensus regarding
possibility that skimming might result in increased ethnic, socio-economic, or
ability stratification among schools. With regard to NCLB school choice, the
probability of increased socio-economic stratification would seem to be intuitive
since NCLB choice provided a mechanism for students to transfer from Title |
schools which were, by definition, high-poverty schools. This could contribute to
stratification of achievement levels as well, since socioeconomic status is a
strong predictor of academic achievement (Chall, 1996; Coleman, 1966,

Kahlenberg, 1999; USDOE, 2001).

Summary

While there was some research on voucher programs, and a larger body

of research on public charter schools, there was little empirical evidence on
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NCLB choice and student achievement in traditional public schools.
Furthermore, the published studies on NCLB choice were inconclusive, with one
finding improved achievement in choice schools (Okpala et al., 2007) and the
other finding no choice advantage (McCombs, 2007). In the absence of a full
body of research that correlated exactly with a study of NCLB school choice and
student achievement, the most relevant studies were found in analyses of
voucher programs and charter schools because they both involved students who
sought an alternative to their geographically assigned school but who were not
willing or able to attend private school. While the research from voucher
programs yielded conflicting results, an achievement advantage for African
American students was the most promising and most controversial finding (Gay,
2007; Kreuger & Zhu, 2004; Myers & Mayer, 2003; Walberg, 2007). Qualified
research teams studying the same data reached different conclusions with
regard to an achievement differential among African Americans.

The results from charter school programs were also conflicting, with the
snapshot analyses of NAEP data finding a traditional public school advantage
(Lubienski & Lubienski, 2004; Nelson et al., 2004; Robelin, 2008), the lottery-
based randomization studies indicating a charter school advantage (Hoxby &
Murarka, 2007; Hoxby & Rockoff, 2005), and mixed results from the remaining
panel data set studies (Ballou et al., 2006; Bifulco & Ladd, 2006; Gronberg &

Jansen, 2001; Hanushek et al., 2002; Sass, 2006; Solmon et al., 2001; TPPI,
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2001). Results from the body of evidence on student achievement and school

choice, therefore, remained inconclusive.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

Statement of the Problem

School choice is a major NCLB strategy for improving student
achievement, but the relationship between NCLB school choice and student
achievement has not been clearly established. One of the goals of NCLB
legislation was to close the achievement gap so that minority and disadvantaged
students performed as well as, or better than their peers in the academic arena
(USDOE, n.d.c). Providing students with the opportunity, and the transportation,
to choose an alternative to underperforming public schools was designed as a
primary mechanism for accomplishing this goal. Despite claims by advocates
from both sides of the debate, the body of evidence on school choice did not
conclusively answer questions about its effectiveness in promoting student
achievement, nor did it point to a consensus on the possibility of the unintended
side-effect of increased ethnic, socioeconomic, and ability stratification among
schools.

This study was guided, not by the broader questions that informed the
discussion of school choice in general, but rather by the outstanding questions
regarding the impact of NCLB school choice on students in the Title | schools
that were targeted by NCLB for improvement. This study sought to add to the
knowledge base on the relationship between NCLB school choice and the

academic achievement of the students who exercised it, and to explore the

50



possibility of a relationship between school choice and increased ethnic,

socioeconomic, and ability stratification among schools.

Instrumentation

The FCAT SSS tests and the developmental scale scores used to quantify
achievement on these tests were subjected to rigorous statistical evaluation as
reported by Harcourt Educational Measurement and the researchers
subcontracted by the Florida Department of Education to analyze the tests

(FLDOE, 2007a; HUmRRO, 2001b, 2002).
Validity

The FCAT SSS mathematics and reading tests were designed to measure
student mastery of specific skills and content described in the Sunshine State
Standards, which were developed with the involvement of instructional specialists
(FLDOE, 2007a). Procedures were established to ensure the content validity of
the tests.

The Florida Department of Education has implemented the following steps
for all of the items included on the FCAT:

¢ Educators and citizens judged the standards and skills acceptable.
¢ ltem specifications were written.

¢ Test items were written according to the guidelines provided by the
item specifications.

¢ The items were pilot tested using randomly selected groups of
students at appropriate grade levels.
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¢ All items were reviewed for cultural, ethnic, language, and gender bias
and for issues of general concern to Florida citizens.

¢ Instructional specialists and practicing teachers reviewed the items.
¢ The items were field tested to determine their psychometric properties.

¢ The tests were carefully constructed with items that met specific
psychometric standards.

¢ The constructed tests were equated to the base test to match both
content coverage and test statistics.

Because FCAT assesses the content of the SSS and is developed

using credible and trustworthy methods, the content validity of the test is
substantiated (FLDOE, 2007a, p. 40).

In order to assess the validity of individual test items, the Florida
Department of Education worked with Harcourt Educational Measurement in the
spring of 2000 to identify schools and students that, when combined, were a
representative sample of the state’s student population. These students took
field-test versions of the FCAT, and all test items were subjected to item analysis
and bias analysis (HumRRO, 2002). Then in spring 2002, the FCAT SSS
mathematics and reading tests that were administered statewide included field-
test items and vertical-scaling items.

To accommodate these items, 30 separate test forms were constructed for

each grade and subject combination. All forms within a grade and subject

contained the same core items, plus six to eight extra items. Field-test

items were dispersed among 24 forms in order to collect data for a

relatively large number of items while only requiring any one student to

complete a small number of items. For the remaining six forms, items

from adjacent grades were used to construct a vertical linking each of the
tested grades (HUmRRO, 2002, p. 3).
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Criterion-related validity was quantified through a comparison of students’
performance on the FCAT SSS tests and the NRT tests. The NRT was a version
of the well-established Stanford 9 test. Both the FCAT SSS and the NRT tests
were administered to students at approximately the same time, so they provided
a measure of concurrent validity. The correlations in Table 2, which extend from
2001 to 2006, the most recent year for which correlations were published
“confirm that the FCAT demonstrates concurrent validity with the Stanford 9 test;
however, the validity coefficients do not indicate that the tests provide exactly the
same information” (FLDOE, 2007a, p. 41). The criterion validity of the 2007 and
2008 FCAT tests used in this study was presumed to be equivalent to that of the

tests from 2001 through 2006.
Reliability

Internal consistency reliability coefficients were first analyzed using
Cronbach’s Alpha to estimate the reliability of test scores from a single test to
determine the extent to which the tests provided consistent measures of
students’ knowledge (FLDOE, 2007a). Because some items on the test were
measured on scales of 0-2 and 0-4, Cronbach’s Alpha was considered the more
appropriate statistic (FLDOE, 2007a, p. 38). The reliability coefficients are
reported in Table 3 (FLDOE, 2007a, p. 38).

The data were analyzed again using Item Response Theory (IRT)

marginal reliabilities, shown in Table 4:
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The data in Table 4 provide additional confirmation that the FCAT is a
highly reliable test. In IRT, marginal reliabilities are used to represent the
variability of test scores for a specific group of examinees. These
marginal reliabilities estimate the standard error of measurement (SEM)
for the test and can be interpreted in the 