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Summary of Review

In 2002 the city of Philadelphia began a policy of restructuring its lowest-achieving
elementary and middle schools. Eighty-six schools were included. Restructuring can take
on a wide variety of forms, but in Philadelphia the most prominent approaches shifted
school management to either the district or one of several private providers. In 2007, after
four years of this policy, two research reports were issued, one by RAND in collaboration
with Research For Action (RAND-RFA) and one by the Program on Education Policy and
Governance (PEPG). Both reports examined whether any positive effects on the math and
reading achievement of students could be attributed to privately managed schools, district-
managed schools, or neither. According to the RAND-RFA report, private management
has had no cumulative effect on math or reading achievement, while district management
has had a positive effect on math achievement but no effect on reading. According to the
PEPG report, private management has had a positive effect on the percentage of students
reaching “Basic” levels of performance in math and reading, while district management has
generally had no effect. The different findings from the two reports can largely be ex-
plained by the fact that PEPG did not have the same access to data as did RAND-RFA.
PEPG also analyzed data using a different methodological approach than did RAND-RFA,
due in large part to the data limitations. This review identifies and describes methodologi-
cal weaknesses in the report from RAND-RFA as well as in the PEPG report. Overall,
while the RAND-RFA study appears to better capture the overall effects of Philadelphia’s
reform than does the PEPG study, it does not differentiate effects between the elementary
and middle school grades. Further analysis and research is needed before drawing any de-
finitive conclusions.
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l. INTRODUCTION

When an American public school repeatedly
fails to demonstrate progress in meeting the
academic performance standards established
by a statewide accountability system (i.e., it
fails to make “adequate yearly progress”),
what should be done? According to the pro-
visions of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
Act:

If a school fails to make adequate
yearly progress [in meeting profi-
ciency standards] for a fifth year, the
school district must initiate plans for
restructuring the school. This may
include reopening the school as a
charter school, replacing all or most
of the school staff, or turning over
school operations either to the state
or to a private company with a dem-
onstrated record of effectiveness.’

As of the summer of 2008, states will begin
identifying schools that have failed to make
adequate yearly progress under NCLB for
five consecutive years. The number of
schools identified as failing is likely to grow
with each subsequent year as the difficulty
of meeting the requirements for adequate
yearly progress increases.” Assuming no
dramatic changes are made to NCLB over
the next few years, states and school districts
will be faced with a difficult decision: what
approach to restructuring schools is most
likely to lead to improvements in academic
achievement?

In 2002, just as the NCLB Act was going
into effect, the city of Philadealphia was
already in the process of restructuring 86
chronically low-achieving elementary and
middle schools located in the School District

Review

of Philadelphia (SDP). The schools were to
be restructured according to what became
known as the “diverse provider model.”
Under this model, school restructuring was
to occur in four different ways:

1. Forty-five (45) schools were to re-
ceive private management from one
of seven for-profit, nonprofit, and
university providers (“private man-
agement”);

Twenty-one (21) schools were to be
managed by the SDP (“district man-
agement”);

Sixteen (16) schools were to con-
tinue to manage themselves (known
as the “sweet-sixteen” schools); and
Four (4) schools were to be trans-
formed into charter schools.

Beyond these differences in school man-
agement, all of these 86 schools were to be
given additional financial resources. Now,
four years later, one can compare changes in
student achievement among schools under
these different conditions relative to one
another, and relative to other schools in
Philadelphia that were not restructured.
Two different reports have performed such
comparisons but have seemingly arrived at
opposite conclusions about the efficacy of
private and district management.

The first report, “State Takeover, School
Restructuring, Private Management, and
Student Achievement in Philadelphia,” was
written by Brian Gill, Ron Zimmer, Jolley
Christman and Suzanne Blanc of the RAND
Corporation and the organization Research
For Action (RFA).® The second report,
“School Reform in Philadelphia: A Com-
parison of Student Achievement at Pri-
vately-Managed Schools with  Student
Achievement in Other District Schools” was
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written by Paul Peterson, a faculty member
at Harvard University’s Kennedy School of
Government and director of the Program on
Education Policy and Governance (PEPG).*
The PEPG published this second report.
This review explores how the differing con-
clusions reached by the RAND-RFA and
PEPG reports might be reconciled.

1. FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS
OF THE TwoO REPORTS

The RAND-RFA Report

The RAND-RFA report consists of two dif-
ferent analyses: a “districtwide analysis” and
a “diverse-providers analysis.” In the dis-
trictwide analysis, changes in aggregate stu-
dent achievement for schools in the SDP
from 2001 (pre-intervention) to 2006 (four
years after the restructuring intervention
began) were compared with changes in simi-
larly low-achieving schools across the state
of Pennsylvania. This analysis was con-
ducted to test the hypothesis that the di-
verse-provider model—by promoting inter-
nal competition—might spur improvements
in low-achieving schools across the SDP,
whether the schools had been restructured or
not. In the diverse-providers analysis, the
authors compare changes in student achieve-
ment for schools within the SDP, as a func-
tion of whether and how the school was
restructured as of 2002. Of primary interest
in this second analysis was whether
privately managed schools, district managed
schools, or the sweet sixteen schools had
gains larger than those found in schools that
were not restructured or given any additional
resources. (Students in the four schools that
were being restructured into charter schools
were excluded from all analyses.) Of sec-
ondary interest was whether the relative
gains for privately managed schools varied

among the seven for-profit, nonprofit and
university management providers.

For its district-wide analysis, conducted with
school-level data, the RAND-RFA team
found that the percentage of elementary and
middle-school students classified as “profi-
cient” based on their performance in reading
and math on the Pennsylvania State System
of Assessment (PSSA) across the SDP had
increased substantially (by about 10 per-
centage points in reading, and by a little
over 20 points in math) in the years since the
state takeover. When these gains were com-
pared with the gains of low-achieving
schools in other parts of the state, statisti-
cally significant differences that favored
SDP schools were found for grade 5 and
grade 8 students after three years of the in-
tervention. By the fourth year of the inter-
vention, however, an SDP advantage could
only be found for grade 8 reading scores,
which were five percentage points higher in
SDP schools. On all other available school
measures of student proficiency, the four-
year proficiency gains of the SDP schools
from pre-intervention baseline scores were
“indistinguishable” from the gains of state-
wide comparison schools.”

While the SDP test scores during this period
of time may have been affected by the re-
structuring policy, those scores may also
have been affected by a number of other
factors, including several additional dis-
trictwide initiatives, enacted from 2002
through 2005.° While many of these initia-
tives were applied to both restructured and
non-restructured schools, some were spe-
cific only to the non-restructured schools. In
this regard, and relevant to the discussion
below, it is important to note that the key
control group in both the RAND-RFA and
PEPG  reports—non-restructured ~ SDP
schools—does not represent schools in
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which no other interventions were taking
place.

The RAND-RFA team used student-level
data for its diverse-provider analysis. Team
members found that the cumulative four-
year achievement gains among privately
managed schools and among sweet sixteen
schools were no different than the gains
among non-restructured schools in the SDP.
In contrast, a positive and moderately sized
effect’ on math achievement was found for
schools that had been restructured under
district management. When privately man-
aged schools were disaggregated by pro-
vider, few statistically significant effects
were found—with the exception of large
negative effects in both reading and math for
schools managed by Temple University, and
in math for schools managed by the Victory
organization. The RAND-RFA report con-
cludes: “with four years of experience, we
find no evidence of differential academic
benefits that would support the additional
expenditures on private managers.”®

The PEPG Report

The PEPG report was written in response to
the findings of the RAND-RFA report. In
fact, much of the PEPG’s report consists of
criticisms of the findings of the RAND-RFA
report and of the methods used by the
RAND-RFA authors to arrive at these find-
ings. But the PEPG report also included an
original analysis. Professor Peterson uses
school-level data to compare the changes in
the percentage of students classified at dif-
ferent performance levels on the PSSA math
and reading tests. He compares data from
two cohorts of students enrolled in restruc-
tured schools that were privately managed or
district managed to the change observed for
all other SDP schools that had not been re-
structured.” The first cohort consisted of
students who were in grade 5 in 2002 and

grade 8 in 2005. The second cohort con-
sisted of students who were in grade 5 in
2003 and grade 8 in 2006.

Peterson finds that for both cohorts the aver-
age increases in the percentage of students
scoring at or above the “Basic” level on the
PSSA in both reading and math for privately
managed schools was between 4 and 13 per-
cent larger than those found for schools that
had not been restructured or had been dis-
trict managed. Similar effects were not
found for privately managed schools when
the outcome of interest focused on increases
in the percentage of students scoring at or
above the “Proficient” level. That is, his
positive findings were limited to lower-
scoring students. In neither case did Peter-
son find the positive effects for publicly
managed schools that were indicated by the
RAND-RFA report.

1. THE REPORTS’ USE OF
RESEARCH LITERATURE

The RAND-RFA report draws heavily from
the work of Paul Hill'° to establish the theo-
retical rationale for why restructuring
schools through the use of a diverse-
provider model would be expected to in-
crease student achievement. In theory,
opening the management of schools to many
possible providers is expected to establish a
“competitive school marketplace in which
districts manage a varied portfolio of
schools, providers have wide rein to inno-
vate, and both are held accountable for stu-
dent outcomes by strong contracts and
through the availability of meaningful
choices for schools and parents.”** How-
ever, as the RAND-RFA report makes clear,
the diverse provider model implemented in
Philadelphia diverged from Hill’s ideal,
primarily in that students and parents were
not given the option to choose their own
schools and, in addition, constraints were
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placed on the management options of exter-
nal providers.

Neither report provides much of a concep-
tual framework for the theoretical efficacy
of privately managed or district managed
schools. According to the RAND-RFA re-
port, empirical findings as to the efficacy of
privately managed schools on student
achievement have been mixed. The RAND-
RFA team cites a prior large-scale evalua-
tion of the Edison schools*? in which it was
found that while Edison-operated schools
appear to have no effects on student
achievement in the first three years of im-
plementation, positive effects emerge in
years four and five.

V. REVIEW OF THE REPORTS’
METHODOLOGIES

Professor Peterson is justifiably critical of
the approach taken in the first, districtwide
analysis conducted by the RAND-RFA
team. In that analysis, increases in the per-
centage of students scoring at the “Profi-
cient” level of the PSSA among schools in
the SDP were compared to schools in other
Pennsylvania school districts. The RAND-
RFA authors had restricted the samples to
only those schools in the lowest quartile of
the statewide achievement distribution. This
appears problematic for two reasons: First, it
has the effect of eliminating between 17 and
35 percent of the SDP schools from the
comparison (those above the lowest state-
wide quartile). Second, no descriptive sta-
tistics are provided by the RAND-RFA au-
thors to make the case that the two groups
are comparable in terms of readily available
demographic characteristics. The diverse
provider model may have had districtwide
effects on the achievement of students in
Philadelphia schools, but there are strong
reasons to question the validity of the effects
estimated in the RAND-RFA analysis.

In order to explore why the two reports ar-
rived at different conclusions about the ef-
fectiveness of privately managed and district
managed schools, one must first understand
the differences in the data analyzed in each
report. Figure 1 illustrates the general struc-
ture of the data made available to the
RAND-RFA researchers by the SDP. Each
cell in the figure represents the math and
reading test scores for a cross-section of
students in over 200 schools in the SDP for
a particular grade and year. The letter in
each cell indicates the type of test that was
administered to students. For example, fifth
grade students took PSSA tests in math and
reading in 2002, but that cohort took the
Terra Nova tests in math and reading as
sixth grade students in 2003.® Test scores
in 2001 can be considered baseline pre-
intervention observations; test scores from
2002 forward represent post-intervention
observations. Each of the 12 diagonal lines
in Figure 1 represents a distinct longitudinal
cohort of students. All cohorts that included
test scores in math and reading for at least
two points in time were included in the
RAND-RFA analysis (10 out of 12 cohorts).
In contrast, the four rose-shaded cells within
two of these 10 cohorts represent the subset
of data that was the basis for the findings in
the PEPG report. These were the only data
publicly available, and they were only avail-
able at the school level, not the student level.

There were two key decisions made by the
RAND-RFA team in how they chose to ana-
lyze the data represented in Figure 1. First,
the authors decided to specify a single statis-
tical model—known as a fixed effects
model—that incorporated information about
test score changes from the 10 different stu-
dent cohorts over the 2001 to 2006 time
period. Second, the RAND-RFA team stan-
dardized test scores in each grade and year
relative to all schools in the SDP as a means
of establishing a common score scale out of
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Figure 1. Structure of the Data Analyzed in RAND-RFA and PEPG

Reports
GRADE 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
20 ) ) R e e P
3 TS TS TRl TRl T TP
A T U ST SURE S
5 TR, TR UPERT_RT_ P Pea
I U i St S -
7 Rk - FOU YU DU G A
8  TTP-y R4 BT. PFa PEL P

Note: P = PSSA Tests, S = Stanford 9 Tests, T = Terra Nova Tests

the three different tests that were adminis-
tered.*

In his report, Peterson criticizes the RAND-
RFA methodological approach for the fol-
lowing reasons:

1. Insufficient context is provided to
help the reader evaluate the use of
their fixed effects model.

Combining the results from different
tests, some of which are high-stakes
(PSSA) and some of which as low-
stakes (Terra-Nova and Stanford 9),
may lead to the underestimation of
the effects of privately managed
schools because students at these
schools might take low-stakes tests
less seriously.

The RAND-RFA analysis does not
constitute a  quasi-experimental
analysis because “Instead of compar-
ing gains during the pre-treatment
with gains post-treatment, the re-
searchers simply compared levels of
achievement... As a result, their
study is seriously at risk of having
under-estimated the impact of the
privately-managed schools...”*®

Professor Peterson makes the first of these
three criticisms only implicitly, but it is en-

tirely on target. There are many different
statistical models the RAND-RFA team
could have specified to estimate the effects
of different approaches to school reconstruc-
tion on student achievement, and the ration-
ale for the one they have chosen to use is
never entirely clear.’® Even if one takes as a
given the objective of applying a single
model to the full set of longitudinal cohorts
represented in Figure 1, one could just as
readily specify what is known as a random
effects model instead of a fixed effects
model. Of course, different approaches have
different advantages and disadvantages, but
the RAND-RFA report never explains why
the authors have rejected other modeling
alternatives in favor of their fixed effects
model specification. A technical appendix
with such information—with detail on any
sensitivity analyses that were conducted—
would have considerably strengthened the
warrant for the report’s conclusions.

Peterson’s second criticism is less credible.
To begin with, standardized tests in an ac-
countability context are primarily high
stakes for teachers and schools—not neces-
sarily the students who take them. As a
threat to the validity of the RAND-RFA
findings, problems induced through the use
of different tests from year to year will
mostly be mitigated by the fact that students
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in all schools under comparison also took
these different tests. Hence, even if SDP
students change their effort when moving
from high- to low-stakes tests, there is no
reason to suspect that students in privately
managed schools took these tests less seri-
ously than students in any of the other SDP
schools. The estimated effect of private
management would only be underestimated
if this differential effort were the case, and
Peterson provides no evidence to support
this supposition. It would be just as likely
that the estimated effect of private manage-
ment was overestimated because students in
the non-restructured SDP schools took the
tests less seriously than their privately man-
aged counterparts.’’

In Peterson’s third criticism he claims that
the RAND-RFA team has—notwithstanding
the authors’ claims—failed to conduct what
is known as a *“quasi-experiment” to esti-
mate the effects of private and district man-
agement. After providing his own definition
for what constitutes a quasi-experiment,
Peterson writes “Had the RAND-RFA con-
ducted such a quasi-experiment, its results
would have considerable credibility. But the
RAND-RFA did not conduct a quasi-
experiment. Instead of comparing gains dur-
ing pre-treatment with gains post-treatment,
the researchers simply compared levels of
achievement.”*® While it is entirely reason-
able for Peterson to raise questions about the
warrant for the conclusions the RAND-RFA
team draws from their statistical analysis, he
is wrong to claim that they have not con-
ducted a quasi-experiment. In their book,
Experimental and Quasi-Experimental De-
signs for Generalized Causal Inference,
Shadish, Cook and Campbell define an ex-
periment as “a study in which an interven-
tion is deliberately introduced to observe its
effects” and a quasi-experiment as “an ex-
periment in which units [i.e., schools] are
not assigned to conditions randomly.”*®

Clearly then, the RAND-RFP study repre-
sents a quasi-experiment—SDP schools and
students have been non-randomly assigned
to one of four interventions or to the control.
Hence any subsequent analysis of this data
represents a quasi-experimental analysis.

However, not all quasi-experimental analy-
ses are equally strong as a basis for subse-
quent causal inferences. Peterson favors a
particular methodological approach, and
because this is not the approach taken by the
RAND-RFA team he implies that the
study’s fundamental conclusions about the
ineffectiveness of private management (and
effectiveness of district management) are
invalid. To illustrate the distinction between
the approach Peterson prefers and the ap-
proach that the RAND-RFA team has taken,
imagine that we have annual student test
score data from two types of schools for the
years 2000, 2001 and 2002. The “control”
schools maintain the same management
from 2000 to 2002; the “treatment” schools
switch to private management as of 2002
(that is, for the final year). The cells in Ta-
ble 1 indicate the test score averages that
would be available in each year for the
treatment and control schools.

Table 1. Illustration of Peterson’s
Critique of RAND-RFA
Diverse Provider Analyses

2000 2001 2002

Treatment Xi00 Xio1 Y0
Schools
Contro' _COO )chl Y_(:02
Schools

Under Peterson’s methodological approach,
the effect of the treatment would be esti-
mated as
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[(YtOZ - )zt()l) - ()ztm - >Ztoo)] -
[(Y_coz - >Zcol) - (Xcm - >Zcoo)]

This mathematical expression communicates
the idea that for both treatment and control
schools, pre-treatment score gains are being
compared to post-treatment score gains.
Under the RAND-RFA approach (which
would not use the available data for 2000,
primarily because it would reduce their
available sample size), the effect of the
treatment would be estimated as

(Y_tOZ - )zt01) - (Y_coz - )zcm) )

That is, for both treatment and control
schools, pre-treatment score levels (as op-
posed to gains) are being compared to post-
treatment score levels. The two approaches
will, in fact, produce the same results if the
pre-treatment score gains are the same for
both treatment and control schools—i.e.,
when

(Ktm - )ztOO) = (Kcol - >Zcoo)

The RAND-RFA team is able to present
evidence that this equality holds for their
data, which appears to refute this aspect of
Peterson’s criticism.?’

Nonetheless, there are other assumptions of
the RAND-RFA modeling approach that
could be called into question. While some
of these assumptions are briefly discussed in
their report, few are given sufficient scru-
tiny. For example, the fixed effects model
assumes that all unobserved variables that
might confound the estimated effect of pri-
vate management (e.g., student motivation
and socioeconomic status) stay constant
over time, such that when pre- to post-
intervention scores are computed for each
school, the influence of these potentially
confounding variables will wash out. This

seems somewhat implausible. It is an as-
sumption that will be violated, for example,
if students at privately managed schools
become increasingly motivated to do well
academically with each passing year. Yet if
the intervention is working, one might ex-
pect to observe exactly those types of
changes. This is the sort of issue that sug-
gests a possible tension between the match
of the RAND-RFA team’s statistical model
to the actual situation in the schools. The
authors are not entirely successful in reas-
suring the reader that these sorts of tensions
do not compromise the validity of their find-
ings.

While the methods employed in the RAND-
RFA analysis place it on one end of a mod-
eling complexity continuum, the methods
employed by the PEPG analysis place it on
the opposite end. On the one hand, it is a
strength of Peterson’s analysis that his ap-
proach for estimating the effects of private
and district management is easy to follow.
On the other hand, the simplicity of Peter-
son’s approach is also a weakness, because
potential threats to the validity of his infer-
ences are especially difficult to rule out.
There are a number of potentially serious
problems with the methodological approach
in the PEPG report, and they are summa-
rized below.

1. The baseline year for PEPG’s com-
parisons of grade 5 to grade 8 growth
in each of the two cohorts (2002,
2003) does not precede the restruc-
turing interventions. This means that
any initial effects of the reform are
not captured by the PEPG analysis.
Moreover, because the PEPG base-
line year is different than the base-
line year (2001) used in the RAND-
RFA analysis, the different effects
estimated by the two reports are hard
to compare.
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Table 2. lllustration of Subset of Private and District Providers Included in the
PEPG Analysis using 2006-07 Data.

Range of Grades in Restructured Philadelphia Schools

Provider K5 K6 K7 K8 58 68 78 89 712 912 TOTAL
Edison 4 8 4 2 2 20
Foundations 4 1 2 1 8
Temple 5 1 6
University of Penn 1 2 3
Victory 2 1 1 4
District 2 4 2 9 1 1 2 21
TOTAL 2 15 2 25 5 2 S 1 2 3 62
% of Column Total 32% 242% 32% 403% 81% 3.2% 81% 1.6% 32% 48%  100%

2. The PEPG report restricts the num-

3. Based only on the school-level

ber of schools included in the pri-
vately managed and district managed
categories to those that include both
grade 5 and grade 8. This is illus-
trated in Table 2. The two rose-
shaded (K-8 and 5-8) columns indi-
cate the subset of schools that would
be included in PEPG’s analysis
based on 2006-2007 data. However,
Professor Peterson does not appear
to impose the same restriction for the
non-restructured district schools be-
ing used as his comparison group.
As a result, the average gains for
students who remain in any given
privately managed school over the
four-year period are being compared
to the average gains for two distinct
groups of students: (a) those who
stay in the same non-restructured
school from grade 5 to grade 8, and
(b) those who switch from an ele-
mentary to a middle school. If, for
example, switching schools has a
negative association with student
achievement, this would lead to the
overestimation of the effects Peter-
son has found for both privately
managed and  district-managed
schools.

summaries of student achievement
data available to Peterson, one has
no way of knowing how many of the
students represented in a given
school’s grade 5 test scores are sub-
sequently represented in the grade 8
test scores for the same school. If
the students with the highest test
scores are more likely to stay in a
given type of restructured school
while the students with the lowest
scores are more likely to leave, any
effect of restructuring would be
overestimated. If the converse were
true, any effect would be underesti-
mated.

As noted above in (2), Peterson’s
available sample of schools is re-
stricted because SDP schools vary in
terms of the grade span they include.
His approach for comparing test-
score change over time only works
for schools that have students in both
grade 5 and grade 8. Because he is
only including data for about 40 per-
cent of all privately managed
schools, and between 20 and 40 per-
cent of all district-managed schools
in his two cohort analyses, it is un-

Page 10 of 14



clear whether his estimated effects
generalize to the unrepresented
schools, even if these effects are ac-
curate.?

V. REVIEW OF THE VALIDITY OF THE
FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS

Though the findings from these two reports
appear contradictory, it is possible that both
are correct. There are at least two reasons
this might be so. One possibility Peterson
puts forward is that private management
may have a negative effect in elementary
grades, but a positive effect in middle
grades. When an overall effect across
grades 3 through 8 is estimated in the
RAND-RFA report, the negative early grade
effect may cancel the positive middle grade
effect. Neither report, however, provides a
cogent explanation for why this would be
expected.

A second possibility concerns the fact that
the PEPG analysis uses only categorical test
score information (i.e., the percentage of
students in a school that fall into the “Basic”
and “Proficient” performance levels on the
PSSA). In fact, Peterson only found posi-
tive effects for privately managed schools
when the outcome of interest was the change
in the percentage of students at the “Basic”
(but not the higher, “Proficient”) level. This
outcome (improvement for students scoring
at the Basic level) is a function of movement
among students at the lowest end of the
PSSA score scale. By contrast, the esti-
mated effects summarized in the RAND-
RFA analysis represent the average score
gain across the full PSSA, Stanford 9 or
Terra Nova standardized score scale for any
given grade and year.”” The take-home
point is that while the PEPG analysis has
found positive effects for private manage-
ment, these effects are based upon both a
very specific subgroup of schools (those

containing grades 5 through 8), and a very
specific subgroup of students (those who
have performed the worst on the PSSA test).
The RAND-RFA analysis, on the other
hand, found no overall effect for private
management on the basis of all the SDP
schools and all the SDP students.

To the extent that RAND-RFA researchers
still have access to the SDP data, it should
be relatively straightforward to reconcile
these differences empirically. If Peterson’s
school-level analysis were to be done with
student-level test scores, using only students
attending the same school in grades 5 and 8,
would the estimated effects for privately
managed and district managed schools more
closely resemble those found by Peterson, or
would they resemble the overall effects pre-
sented in the RAND-RFA analysis? This
would be important to find out, because if
private and district management have differ-
ent effects on the achievement of elementary
and middle-school students (as the PEPG
analysis suggests), this finding would have
clear policy ramifications.

A clear strength of both reports is that they
are each well-written, cognizant of the limi-
tations of their analyses, and relatively cau-
tious in generalizing their findings. A
weakness of both reports—particularly the
RAND-RFA report—is a lack of important
descriptive statistics. A prime example of
this is the missing table or figure that would
detail the movement of students in and out
of the schools in the SDP during the time
period being analyzed. Neither report gives
the reader any sense of the variability of test
score gains within schools or across stu-
dents.

Of the two reports, the RAND-RFA report
has the advantage of better and more com-
prehensive data during the 2001 to 2006
time period of interest in Philadelphia. Be-
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cause of this, the conclusions from this re-
port about the efficacy of private and district
management on student achievement are
likely to carry more weight than those from
the PEPG report, and this appears justifiable.
There are threats to the validity of both re-
ports, but because the PEPG report is only
able to analyze a subset of the RAND-RFA
data at the school rather than at the student
level, there are more reasons to doubt the
PEPG findings.

VI. USEFULNESS OF THE REPORTS
FOR GUIDANCE OF PoLicy
AND PRACTICE

The results from the RAND-RFA report
suggest that, on average, schools that were
restructured though district management in
Philadelphia were more effective at increas-
ing math achievement among students than
comparable schools that were restructured
with private managers. Also, none of the
restructuring interventions had lasting and
appreciable effects on reading achievement.
In contrast, the PEPG report suggests that
privately managed schools containing the
grades 5 and 8 are in fact having a positive
effect on the reading and math achievement
of students in the lowest part of the PSSA
test score distribution.

It is recommended that neither of these re-
ports be used as the primary basis for policy

decisions until subsequent analyses have
been performed to provide a more nuanced
view of the effects of the restructuring inter-
ventions at different grade levels, and at
different locations along the PSSA test score
distribution.

Nevertheless, both of these reports appear to
be having an immediate impact on policy
and practice. The RAND-RFA report is
currently being used by Philadelphia’s Ac-
countability Review Council as the justifica-
tion for recommending the firing of under-
performing private managers and as the ba-
sis for identifying the “schooling and organ-
izational conditions that contributed to the
success of the District restructured
schools.””  Meanwhile the findings from
the PEPG report have been reported in the
Wall Street Journal and other media out-
lets.?

Given NCLB’s nod toward school restruc-
turing, the outcomes in Philadelphia have
national import. These two studies, read
together, do contribute to our understanding
of Philadelphia’s experience. Yet, although
the RAND-RFA study sheds more light on
that experience than does the PEPG study,
neither study offers a complete picture, and
more research is needed before drawing any
definitive conclusions.
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