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One should not under-estimate the impact of the DC school 
voucher program on student achievement.  According to the 
official announcement and the executive summary of the report, 
school vouchers lifted high school graduation rates but it could 
not be conclusively determined that it had a positive impact on 
student achievement.

Something about those findings sounds like a bell striking thirteen. 
Not only is the clock wrong, but the mechanism seems out of 
whack.  How can more students graduate from private schools if 
they weren’t learning more? Are expectations so low in the private 
sector that anyone can graduate?

Peering beneath the press release and the executive summary 
into the bowels of the study itself one can get some, if not all the 
answers, to these questions.

Let’s begin with the most important—and perfectly uncontested—
result:  If one uses a voucher to go to school, the impact on the 
percentage of students with a high school diploma increases by 
21 percentage points (Table 3-5), an effect size of no less than 
0.46 standard deviations.  Seventy percent of those who were 
not offered a school voucher made it through high school. That 
is close to the national average in high school graduation rates 
among those entering 9th grade four years earlier. As compared 
to that 70 percent rate among those who wanted a voucher but 
didn’t get one, 91 percent of those who used vouchers to go to 
private school eventually received a high school diploma.

Most people would be thrilled to learn 
about a new way to lift the graduation 

rates of students from low income 
families by 21 percentage points—
especially if it costs the taxpayer 
nothing at all. Indeed, the school 
voucher program actually saved 
money, because vouchers cost 
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only about half the cost per pupil per pupil of going to District of 
Columbia public schools.

The results are especially exciting because they come from a 
Randomized Field Trial, the gold standard in social scientific and 
medical research.  A lottery decided which applicants had the 
opportunity to use a voucher to go to private school, and so all 
the comparisons between voucher students and other students are 
strict ones that control for family background, parental motivation, 
child motivation and everything else.  That is the great thing about 
a randomized trial.  It does a better job of showing the effect of 
a program than any other research strategy, because it compares 
two groups that are essentially alike, apart from the luck that one 
group had on lottery day. But how were such high graduation 
rates achieved, when voucher students learned no more than the 
other students?  The answer to that riddle is that the study shows 
exactly the opposite: Those who went to private school scored 4.75 
points higher on the reading test, an effect size of 0.13 standard 
deviations.

Admittedly, that is not as big an effect as is the voucher impact on 
graduation rates, and it is only fair to point out that statistician 
purists insist that any finding, before it can be declared undeniably 
true, must have only 5 chances in 100 of being wrong. The chances 
that the reading impact is in fact phony are greater than 5—in fact 
they are 6 in 100–and so it must be declared—by the statistician 
purists who supervise reports by government agencies—that “there 
is no conclusive evidence that [the vouchers] affected student 
achievement (p. xv).” But notice the wording—there is “no 
conclusive evidence.” That is quite different language from saying 
there is “no evidence” that vouchers raised achievement.  Indeed, 
if you invested $1,000 every time you had 94 chances in 100 of 
picking the right stock—and only 6 chances of getting it wrong–as 
is the case here, then, with modern technology, you could become 
richer than Bill Gates by sundown.

So the evidence is only overwhelming, not “conclusive,” that the 
voucher program raised student reading scores.   Math results are 
noticeably weaker, however.  It is true that there is a considerably 
better than even chance that those in private school also learned 
more in math, but still the effects are small.  Private schools appear 
not to be teaching math as effectively as they teach reading.
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One other fact to note is that the graduation data include 
many students who were not tested in the final stages of 
the study. By that time they were beyond 12th grade, and 
no test was possible. For these students, we don’t know—
we can only suspect—that they would have tested better 
than their non-voucher counterparts. But all of these 
considerations still do not quite explain the very large 
impact the voucher program had on graduation rates.  
For that we have to turn to the reports from parents 
on school safety, an orderly school climate, and overall 
satisfaction.  Here we find effect sizes of 0.14 and 0.17 
and 0.22 standard deviations, not quite 0.46 standard 
deviations (the size of the impact on graduation rates) 
but sizeable enough to suggest that there was something 
about the private school that supported the development 
of the young person in ways that went beyond the mere 
acquisition of reading and math skills.

In short, the various pieces of the DC voucher study 
hang together more nicely than one might first conclude.  
So the next time someone tells you there is no evidence 
that vouchers help kids, tell them, “I’m sorry, that just 
ain’t true. A darn good study by an agency of the federal 
government has yielded strong evidence that school 
vouchers can help the children of low income families 
who live in places like the District of Columbia.”

Educate New Mexico is pleased to announce our newest board 
members.  Patty Terrell is Managing Partner of Samuel Properties.  
Patty has lived in Santa Fe for 42 yrs. All 3 kids went to private 
schools. She was very active in all schools! Next fall, she will have 3 
grandkids at Rio Grande School in Santa Fe, NM.  Currently, she is 
on the Santa Fe Performing Arts Board and the Board of Trustees for 
the Museum of New Mexico Foundation.  Welcome to the Board, 
Patty!

Jacob Candelaria is a former scholarship recipient.  Jacob was born and 
raised in the San Jose neighborhood of Albuquerque, New Mexico. 
With the help of Educate New Mexico, Jacob was able to attend 
Saint Pius X High School. There, Jacob built an impressive record 
of academic excellence graduating in the top 5% of his class. Jacob 
was granted early admission to Princeton University in the winter 
of 2005, where he would eventually major in the Woodrow Wilson 
School of Public and International Affairs. Following graduation, 
Jacob decided to come back to New Mexico and work on some of the 
challenges that continue to face our state. 

Jacob will be applying to various PhD/JD programs. During the 
course of his graduate education, Jacob will study the intersections 
of law and society in regards to our understanding of civil rights and 
belonging. 

We are proud to have Jacob, former scholarship recipient, as our 
newest board member!

NEW BOARD MEMBERS

BOARD OF DIRECTORS REGIONAL ADVISORS
John Carey, President 
President, NM Society of CPA’s 
Albuquerque

Jack Stamm, V.P. 
Owner, Stamm Investments 
Santa Fe

Sylvia Lyon, Sec./Treas. 
President/CEO, Credit Union Association of NM 
Albuquerque

Jack Till, Member 
Retired Stockbroker 
Santa Fe

Derrick J. Lente, Member 
President/CEO, Spherion 
Sandia Pueblo

Lou Biad, Las Cruces
Eric Coll, Roswell
Brenda Moran, Hobbs
Tom Mullins, Farmington
Dan Schnieder, Las Cruces

Staff
Daniel Ulibarri,  
Executive Director
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Managing Partner, Samuel Properties 
Santa Fe

Jacob Candelaria, Member 
Former Scholarship Recipient 
Albuquerque


