Thursday, August 9, 2018
Newsletter

Are Private Schools Really Better?

It is conventional wisdom: Private schools are “better” than public schools. But is it really true? A growing body of evidence suggests the answer is no. A recent installment of the
Washington Post’s Answer Sheet column reported on the results of a study conducted by
Robert Pianta and Arya Ansari of the University of Virginia. They tracked more than 1,000
public and private school students from birth to age 15. At first glance, the private school
students appeared to be performing better on multiple measures. But the differences were
deceptive. As soon as the researchers accounted for family income and parental education
levels, the advantage evaporated. Private school students did not outperform their public
school peers on academic tests, assessments of social adjustment, attitudes and motivation,
or on behavioral metrics.
These most recent findings echo those of a 2013 book, The Public School Advantage, co-authored by the husband-wife team of Sarah Theule Lubienski and NEPC Fellow Christopher
Lubienski. They too found that, compared to their private school counterparts, public school
students performed the same if not better on achievement tests once demographics were
taken into account.
Other studies have found that children do worse when they use vouchers to move to private schools—studies that NEPC Fellows Kevin Welner and Preston Green discuss in a 2018
working paper for the UCLA Civil Rights Project.
Combined, this research casts serious doubt on the idea that private schools are somehow
better. The simple truth is that schools are “better” when they provide richer opportunities
to learn. Some private schools have the resources to make this happen; others do not.
This research also raises obvious questions about the merits and wisdom of voucher programs that funnel public funds into private education via cash payments or tax credits. Such
programs are popular with current U.S. Department of Education Secretary Betsy DeVos.
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Earlier this year, for example, DeVos proposed using public funds to help military families’
children attend private schools—until the plan met with opposition from military groups that
did not want their public schools undermined.
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NEPC Resources on Private Schools
The National Education Policy Center (NEPC), housed at the University of Colorado Boulder School of Education, produces and disseminates high-quality, peer-reviewed research
to inform education policy discussions. Visit us at: http://nepc.colorado.edu
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