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Introduction

In 2002, the state of Pennsylvania,
frustrated by years of low acieve-
ment and adecadeof budget crises
in the School District of Phila
delphia, took charge of the city®
200,000-pupil system. ! e state
replaced Philadelphia® nine-
member school board with an
appointed School Reform Com-
mission (SRC) composed of three members appointed by
the governor and two appointed by the city®@ mayor. ! e
RC then hired a new CEO who immediately instituted
sweeping changes, including the implemertation of dis-
trictwide common curricula and a system of frequent
benchmark assessmentsto be used for diagnostic purposes.
More controversially, the SRC adopted a Qiiverse providerO
modd asit turned over managemert of 45 of the district®
lowest-performing elementary and middle schools to seven
for-pro"t and nonpro"t organizations, including two local
univergties, the private managers were given additional
per-pupil funding to support their work. For the last four
years, Philaddphia has been the site of the nation®largest
experimert in the private management of public schools.
Philaddphia®experience may have implications for schools
and districts aaoss the country: Sate takeover and pri-
vate managemert are two of the interverntions that can be
applied to chronically low-achieving schools and districts
under the federal No Child Le# Behind Act (NCLB).

In addition to privately managed schools, the diverse
provider modd in Philaddphiaalso included two groups of
low-achieving schools that were given special support and/
or funding while remaining under district managemert.
At the same time the SRC brought in the private managers,
it @estructuredOan additional 21 low-performing schools,
providing intensve sta$ support and extra per-studert
funding, and provided 16 other schoolsthat were perceived
as improving (and became known as the Gweet 160 with
increased funding but no additional intervertion.
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Following a state takeover of the Philadelphia public schools in 2002,
45 schools were turned over to private managers, making Philadelphia
the site of the nation’s largest experiment in the private management

of public schools. This study examines achievement effects in the pri-
vately managed schools, as well as in schools with district-led interven-
tions, and examines these effects in the context of districtwide trends
in achievement.

! is research brief summarizes " ndings presented in
Sate Takeover, School Restructuring, Private Management,
and Sudent Achievement in Philadephia, which analyzes
achievement di$erentials associated with Philadelphia®
privately managed, restructured, and sweet 16 schoals,
and examines whether di$erernt private providers had dif-
ferert e$ects. Prior to examining di$erences among treat-
merts within the Philaddphia public schooals, that study
sets the context for the analysis by examining districtwide
achievemert trendsin the" r<t four yearsfollowing the sate
takeover (through spring 2006). It does not aim to provide
arich and comprehensive assessmert of all aspects of Phil-
addphia®school improvemert e$orts since 2002; it merely
evaluates, to the extent possible, the achievement impads
of some of those e$orts, as measured by results on annual
assessmentsin reading and mathemetics.

The Diverse Provider Model

Philaddphia® diverse provider modd borrows from theo-
retical modds by which districts promoteinternal competi-
tion through school choice and the establishment of clearly
distinguished alternatives, but thedistrict®implemertation
diverged from the theory in important ways.! e Philadd-
phia modd was charaderized by little competition among
providers and by the absence of parental choice among
the educational modds o$ered. In addition, continued
district involvement in provider schools and mandated
districtwide initiatives constrained provider autonomy. As
a result, the education providersOimprovement strategies



looked more smilar than might have been predicted. Con-
sequertly, Philaddphia®experience should not beviewed as
a de' nitive test of private managemen under competitive
conditions.

Districtwide Achievement Trends in Philadelphia

I e proportion of eementary and middle-school studeris
adhieving pro"cierncy in reading and math has increased
substantially in Philaddphia in the years since the state
takeover, according to the state achievement test (the Penn-
sylvania System of Sudent Assessmert, or PSSA). From the
2001EP002 school year to the 200582006 school year, an
additional 11 percent and 23 percent of studens reached
pro"ciercy in "#h-gradereadng and math, respectively.
Smilarly, an additional 20 percent and 19 percent of stu-
dents reached pro"ciency in eghth-grade reading and
math, respectively. (We use " #h- and eighth-gradereading
and math pro" ciercy levels because these two grades were
tested consstertly in both subjects aaoss the time horizon
of the study.)

Whether thoseimprovements exceed the gainsof smilar
schools esewhere in Pemsylvania and whether they can
be attributed to the interventions implemented by the SRC
since 2002 are harder questions. We gaugetheimpad of the
SRCOintervertions by comparing the pro" ciercy results,
before and after the state takeover, of schools in Philadd-
phia to those of a comparison group of schools elsewhere
in Pennsylvania. ! isis necessarily an imperfect analysis
because it must rely on imprecise, school-level achievement
results and because there are no other school districts in
Pemnsylvania quite like that in Philaddphia. | e reaults
therefore require caution in interpretation.

Although itisimpossibleto " nd perfect matchesfor Phil-
addphia schools elsewhere in Pennsylvania, we can reduce
the di$erences between Philaddphia and the comparison
schools by examining only schools in which adievement
results were in the state®lowest quartile in both 2001 and
2002, immediately prior to the creation of the SRC. ! is
includes most of Philaddphia® dementary and middle
schools.

An examination of net improvements over the four-year
period since the state takeover of the digtrict shows that
Philadephia® low-quartile schools outgained low-quartile
comparison schools by a statigtically signi” cant margin
in eighth-grade reading. In "#h-grade reading, "#h-
grade math, and eighth-grade math, the four-year gains
among Philaddphia® low-quartile schools, as compared
with pretakeover baseline scores, were indistinguish-
able from the gains of low-quartile schools elsewhere in
Pennsylvania.

In sum, Philaddphia has seen substantial districtwide
gains in the proportion of studerts achieving pro"ciency
since the 2002 state takeover. But a#er four years, the
gains of its low-achieving schools (constituting most of
the schoolsin the district) have generally not exceeded the
gains of low-acdieving schools elsewherein Pennsylvania.

Achievement Effects of Diverse Providers

Turning to the diverse provider modd, we examine how

the change in management a$ected the achievement of stu-

dertsin the privately managed, restructured, and sweet 16

schools. Each of these management modédscan beviewed as
aQreatmert,Ofor which it is possible to examine e$ects on

studertsin treated schools. We examinethe achievement of

studerts in schools under di$erert treatmerts, before and

atter the state takeover, and compare their trends with the
trends of other studertsin Philaddphia. ! is O xed-e$ectO
approadc allowseach studert to serve ashisor her own con-

trol, thereby fadoring out charaderistics of studernts (such

asrace, ethnicity, and other unchanging family and studert

charaderistics) that may a$ect studert achievemert results.

It also allows each school to serve asits own control, which

is particularly important because schools were selected for

treatment because they had a history of low achievemert.

I emagjor " ndings of the analysis of achievement e$ects
under the diverse provider modd in its " rst four years of
operation are asfollows
¥ Sveet 16 schools: ! ere were no statigtically signi” cant

e$ects, positive or negative, in reading or math, in any

of the four years in which they received additional
resources.

¥ Privately managed schools (as a group): ! ere were no
statistically signi cant e$ects, positive or negative, in
reading or math, in any of the four years a#er takeover.

¥ Restructured schools. ! ere were signi” cantly postive
ebectsin math in all three years of implementation and
in reading in the " rst year. In the fourth year, ater the

O%ce of Restructured Schools had been dishanded and

the additional resources for the schools had ceased, the

former restructured schools maintained a substantial

(though only marginally statistically signi* cant) e$ect in

math.

In short, a#er four years of intervertion, achievemert
gainsin privately operated schoolsand sweet 16 schools, on
average, are no di$erert from Philaddphia® districtwide
gains. Meanwhile, restructured schools outgained the rest
of the district in math in all three years of restructuring,
with evidencethat thegain persisted ayear a#er the conclu-
sion of restructuring.! esepostive ebectsfor restructured



schoolsin math (ranging from 0.16 to 0.22 standard devia
tions are moderate to large in size, when compared with
e$ects seenin educational intervertions gererally.

When grouping the external managers as universties,
other nonpro"ts, and for-pro™ ts, we" nd no statistically sig-
ni" cant e$ects, postive or negative, of any of the three pro-
vider types. Results for individual providers likewise show
few datistically signi” cant e$ects, though two providers
show cause for concern: Four-year resultswere signi* cantly
and substantially negative for Temple University schoolsin
both subjectsand for Victory schoolsin math.

We " nd no clear indications of any notable di$erences
in e$ects on particular at-risk subgroups of studerts, such
as special education studerts or those with limited English
skills.

Conclusions and Implications

Di$erert interpretations of the results may lead to di$er-
ert judgmerts about whether Philaddphia®experimert in
the private management of public schools has succeeded
and whether it should be continued. On the negative side
of the ledger, despite additional per-pupil resources, pri-
vately operated schools did not produce average increases
in studert achievement that were any larger than those seen
in the rest of the district. Meanwhile, district-managed
restructured schools outpaced the gains of the rest of the
district in math.

Nonetheless, it is impossble to know dé' nitively how
the privately managed schools would have doneif they had
beenrestructured or remained under convertional district
management. Whether the district could have replicated
the gainsof therestructured schoolsin threetimesas many
schoolsN as it would have needed to do if the 45 schools
turned over to private managemen had been restructured
instead\l is an open question. ! e private managers were
given some of the lowest-achieving schools in the district.
Although their trgectories did not exceed those of the

district, they improved alongsde the rest of the district at
atime when achievemert levels districtwide were increas-
ing substantially. We found little reason to believe that the
districtwide improvement was a consequence of competi-
tion from private providers, but we cannot rule out the
possibility that the assstance from private providerswas an
important part of thetotal reform e$ort in Philaddphia.

Even so, although it is theoretically possible that the
introduction of the providersincreased districtwide capac
ity for improvement, and that the schools they managed
would have done worse without them, we " nd no eviderce
supporting this view. If the privately managed schools had
remained unde district management instead, it seems
likely that the digtrict could have replicated the gains of
other schools that received no special interventionsN
getting results smilar to those adually adiieved by the
private providers without expending additional resources.
In sum, with four years of experience, we ! nd no evidence
of di"erential academic benel ts that would support the
additional expenditures on private managers. ! e private
managers may also be producing other bene"tsthat are not
measurablein termsof studert achievement resultsin math
and reading.

! elarger implications of of these " ndings for the most
aggressve sanctions of NCLB are less clear. With respect
to state takeover, results are ambiguous. Subsequent to
the state@ takeover of the district, pro" ciency percertages
increased districtwide, but thetotal increase over four years
was not substantially greater than theincrease of other low-
adhieving schools in the state, in most cases. Philaddphia
provides no evidence to support private managemert as an
especially e$ective method of promoting studert acieve-
mert, but it does not represent a clear test of full private
managemert in a competitive market. Whether a modd of
private managemen that involves more autonomy to man-
agers, parental choice, and competition for studerts would
produce better results remains an openquestion. o
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