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Charter High Schools

For far too long, studies and reports 
about our nation’s high schools 

have been great at diagnosing prob-
lems and highlighting failures. “The 
Unknown World of Charter High 
Schools” (research, Spring 2010) offers 
a refreshing change from the typical 
“gloom and doom” by providing evi-
dence that public charter students in 
Chicago and Florida have significantly 
higher graduation and college atten-
dance rates than their peers in tradi-
tional public schools.

“The Unknown World of Char-
ter High Schools” is an important 
research document for two reasons. 
First, it focuses not on student achieve-
ment, but more importantly, on edu-
cational attainment, specifically, high 
school graduation and college matric-
ulation. Unfortunately, this “bottom 
line” research focus is rare. While 
studies showing growth on standard-
ized tests can prove helpful, schools 
exist to prepare students to be produc-
tive and successful adults. Educational 
attainment is a much clearer indicator 
of school quality. A similar bottom-
line approach has been central to our 
success at YES Prep Public Schools, 
and it is why we require every stu-
dent to secure acceptance into a four-
year college in order to receive a high 
school diploma. 

Second, the methodology used in 
the study effectively addresses the 
usual creaming and self-selection 
arguments that arise with any study 
demonstrating positive student out-
comes in public charter schools. By 
limiting the high school students 
in the study to those who attended 
a charter school for 8th grade, the 
authors account for the argument that 
charter students perform at higher 
levels simply because they are more 
motivated or come from families in 
which the parents are more involved 
in their education.

This outcomes-based focus and 
thoughtful research design gives the 

the American High School,” features, 
Spring 2010). Peterson provides a 
great service to scholars.

Peterson mentions Coleman’s 
experience at Manual High in Louis-
ville, Kentucky, where he adjusted by 
becoming a member of the school’s 
football team. Coleman’s athleticism 
had roots deeper than the limited 
opportunities at his high school, 
however. His father and grandfather 
were both football heroes. I recall 
a comical scene at a graduate-stu-
dent baseball game. Jim wanted two 
captains to choose their teams the 
old-fashioned way: one player at a 
time. Considering that most gradu-
ate students were working from their 
own adolescent experiences (i.e., 
their lack of childhood athleticism), 
a revolt was quickly organized. No 
one should have to be the last one 
chosen! All in jest, Jim settled for 
odd and even birth dates to establish 
the teams.

Coleman’s adult interest in ado-
lescence was not limited to scholarly 
analysis. Most know of his attempts 
to develop academically related 
games that could stir the interest 
of adolescents. Fewer know of his 
weekly commitment to tutor a pub-
lic high school’s mathematics team 
in Chicago.

While his competitive instincts 
remained with him as a scholar, so 
did his sense of fair play. As Tom 
Hoffer and I waded through all 
the commentaries and critiques 
of the study of public and private 
high schools, Jim had strict rules 
of engagement. Roughly, they were 
these: Concede well-founded criti-
cisms first. Play on the critics’ court 
(i.e., you can’t use sociological argu-
ments to criticize an economist). 
Protect the junior scholars and give 
seniors fair hits. 

Sally B. Kilgore
President and CEO

Modern Red  
SchoolHouse Institute

study the credibility that it needs 
to serve as an important “proof 
point” that extends beyond charter 
high schools. The study serves as an 
important step in identifying factors 
in school success. With this knowl-
edge of “the what,” we can confidently 
dig deeper and better understand 
“the how.” Research like this com-
bined with over a decade of practical 
experience and significant results at 
high-performing charter public high 
schools like YES Prep will unlock “the 
how” to high school reform so we 
can move past diagnosing the prob-
lem and begin implementing real and 
effective solutions for increasing high 
school and college completion rates 
across the country.

Chris Barbic
Founder and Head of Schools

YES Prep Public Schools

Coleman’s Legacy

Thanks to Paul Peterson for inves-
tigating the links between James 

Coleman’s adolescent experiences 
and his studies of adolescent life and 
high schools (“A Courageous Look at 
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Universal Pre-K

Elizabeth Cascio (“What Hap-
pened When Kindergarten Went 

Universal,” research, Spring 2010) 
has estimated the effects of uni-
versal kindergarten to inform the 
debate about universal pre-K. She 
claims existing research provides 
little insight into the relative merits 
of universal programs and those tar-
geted to specific groups. 

correspondence

In reading Paul Peterson’s thoughtful 
account of James Coleman’s research 

and its role in history, and of Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan’s reaction, I was 
reminded that Coleman’s big study 
came out a year after the Moynihan 
Report (1965). (I had done the research 
for Moynihan.) At that time, Moyni-
han’s report was in the middle of a 
firestorm, and I know he found some 
relief in learning from that study how 
important the family was. 

While I have always thought that the 
family and neighborhood conditions 
were a very large factor in achievement 
differences, I have not thought that the 
Coleman report itself established the 
relative contributions of school and 
family. Poor neighborhoods and low-
quality schools are interrelated, and it 
is very hard to sort it out.

Very much later I stumbled onto a 
1972 article by Coleman titled “Pol-
icy Research in the Social Sciences” 
and found that Coleman did not think 
his study had established such rela-
tive contributions. He said that “The 
plan of the analysis was not appro-
priate for study of the relative effects 
of background and school variables, 
but it was correct for study of relative 
weights of different school variables.” 
One wonders how many people heard 
this from him.

As the father of the concept of 
“social capital,” Coleman would be 
pleased to know how far that concept 
has come, and that it has been applied 
in the monumental longitudinal 
study by a team led by Anthony Bryk 
(Organizing Schools for Improvement: 
Lessons from Chicago, 2010). The 
study established the strong relation-
ship between the success of school 
improvement efforts and the strength 
of social capital in the neighborhoods 
where the schools were located. Our 
debt to Coleman is huge, as a pioneer 
on many important fronts.

Paul E. Barton
Education writer  

and consultant

While Cascio’s results are not 
fully consistent with other stud-
ies, the estimated one-fifth drop in 
incarceration for whites is intrigu-
ing. Ultimately, her effort is unsatis-
fying because her methods and data 
provide a weak basis for conclusions, 
and there is far more relevant infor-
mation on the long-term effects than 
she acknowledges. 

Too often the results of complex 
models such as Cascio’s owe more 
to the assumptions and idiosyncra-
sies of the way data are selected and 
coded than to reality. Despite the 
model’s complexity, there is too much 
that cannot be adequately taken into 
account: for example, the potential for 
schools to use the resources freed by 
state support for kindergarten to fund 
other services or reduce class sizes for 
older children; the effects of large, sud-
den increases in kindergarten enroll-
ments on quality; large increases and 
decreases in cohort size over the time 
period studied; and immigration pat-
terns over time. Among other prob-
lems, Cascio’s speculations about 
Head Start fail to consider the impacts 
on children who begin Head Start a 
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More than four decades after the first model preschool interventions,
there is an emerging consensus that high-quality early-childhood education can improve a child’s economic
and social outcomes over the long term. Publicly funded kindergarten is available to virtually all children in
the U.S. at age five, but access to preschool opportunities for children four years old and younger remains
uneven across regions and socioeconomic groups. Parents with financial means have the option of enrolling
their child in a private program at their own expense. State and federal subsidies are available to some low-
income parents; the federal Head Start program also serves children from low-income families. And states
such as Oklahoma and Florida have recently enacted universal preschool programs. Yet gaps in access to high-
quality programs remain.

It is unclear whether and how public funds should be mobilized to close those gaps. Some advocate expand-
ing existing programs that target disadvantaged children on the grounds that limited public resources
should be directed toward the families and children most in need. Others consider the perennial underfund-

ing of targeted programs like Head Start as evidence of a lack of political support for this approach, and argue
that providing universal access is needed to ensure adequate public funding over the long run. In other words,
any new funding for preschool education must benefit middle-class children if it is to gain their parents’ polit-
ical backing. Or so it is argued.

Existing research provides little insight into the relative merits of universal programs and those targeted
to specific groups. While there have been several recent studies of the short-term effects of universal preschool
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Benefits were small and only 
reached white children

By ELIZABETH U. CASCIO
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What Happened

Kindergarten
Universal?

As the father  
of the concept of 
“social capital,” 
Coleman would  

be pleased  
to know how far 

that concept  
has come.
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EDUCATION U N B O U N D
The Promise and Practice of Greenfield Schooling

By Frederick M. Hess
“Other than starting with the same letter, education and entrepreneur-
ship have had almost nothing in common. Rick Hess is determined to
change that. Eschewing silver bullets, “best practices,” and other
expert bromides from the educational establishment, he presents a
well-thought-through analysis of how to enable entrepreneurialism
and innovation to flourish in a way that will drive truly dynamic school
reform. Fortunately for our children, Hess is on to something big.”

—JOEL I. KLEIN, 
Chancellor, New York City Department of Education

“Rick Hess’s Education Unbound offers a refreshing approach to our
education dilemma. It is well past time we face the reality that the “find
and fix” methods we have so energetically and honestly applied to our
educational problems have not worked and continuing the same is
unwise. This book is a must-read for those who seek authentic edu-
cational improvement.”

—ROD PAIGE, 
Former U.S. Secretary of Education, 2000–2005

“Rick Hess continues to expose the toughest issues of transforming
public schooling in America. An esteemed scholar who is always will-
ing to speak his mind and shake up the status quo through innovation,
he is someone we should listen to as we apply policy to practice. I look
forward to hearing the dialogue that this book will create.”

—MICHELLE RHEE, 
Chancellor, District of Columbia Public Schools

In sharing the examples of numerous organizations whose bold alternative strategies represent promising
shifts in K–12 education, Frederick M. Hess builds a case for reconfiguring schools so that they are capable
of growing and evolving with the students and society they serve. Education Unbound: The Promise and
Practice of Greenfield Schooling is a catalyst for conversation and change and a must-read for practitioners,
policymakers, would-be education entrepreneurs, and anyone committed to school excellence and the next
steps in education reform.

Frederick M. Hess is director of education policy studies at the American Enterprise Institute. A nationally
recognized author and commentator on schooling, his books include Educational Entrepreneurship, Common
Sense School Reform, and Spinning Wheels.



www.educationnext.org	 S U M M E R  2 0 1 0  /  EDUCATION NEXT 	 9

correspondence

year earlier as kindergarten replaced 
Head Start for those who were age five.

Cascio seems unaware of sub-
stantial evidence on the longer-term 
effects of preschool education pro-
grams other than model programs 
and Head Start, evidence that bears 
more directly on the question at hand. 
Several literature reviews (including 
Barnett in 2008 and Nores and Bar-
nett in 2010) have summarized much 
of this work. The evidence includes 
the longitudinal study of Child Par-
ent Centers operated by the Chicago 
Public Schools and studies of the 
effects of several state pre-K pro-
grams (including universal pre-K in 
Georgia) that find positive effects on 
achievement and reductions in grade 
repetition. Studies from abroad have 
found universal pre-K increased test 
scores, improved behavior, decreased 
grade repetition, and increased edu-
cational attainment. Finally, interna-
tional comparisons indicate that as 
participation in pre-K moves beyond 
60 percent toward universal, average 
test scores at age 15 rise and inequal-
ity in these scores declines. 

Steve Barnett
Milagros Nores

National Institute for  
Early Education Research

Cascio responds:
Drs. Barnett and Nores leave the 
impression that I have overlooked 
a vast and relevant literature on the 
long-term effects of universal pre-
school. Yet almost all the U.S. pro-
grams they reference were targeted, 
not universal; short-term outcomes 
like test scores are not deterministi-
cally related to adult well-being, which 
was my focus; and experiences of other 
countries—with very different policy 
landscapes and populations—provide 
at least as weak a basis for drawing 
conclusions for the U.S. Moreover, I 
estimate the net effects of a large public 
investment in early education, not the 

Voucher programs and their supporters have had a tough last few years.
The Florida Supreme Court declared vouchers in that state unconstitutional in 2006. Three years

later, the Arizona Supreme Court did the same. In 2007, voters in Utah handed a resounding defeat

to a voucher program there. In 2009, the U.S. Congress refused to continue funding the federal

voucher program in Washington, D.C., effectively killing the program in the nation’s capital.

The Louisiana legislature stood apart from this trend and in the summer of 2008 passed Student Scholarships
for Educational Excellence, the state’s first voucher program, specifically for New Orleans. In the fall, 870 students
in kindergarten through 3rd grade whose families earned less than two and a half times the federal poverty level
and who would otherwise attend some of the worst schools in the city received vouchers worth up to $6,000 to
attend private schools of their choice. In the second year, 2009–10, the maximum voucher amount rose to more
than $7,000. The number of students receiving vouchers increased to 1,324. Thirty-one private schools, most of
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How vouchers came to the Big Easy

In the Wake
of the

feature

Storm

By MICHAEL B. HENDERSON
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effects of attending preschool per se. 
Large interventions may have effects 
that offset any benefits from atten-
dance. That my estimates incorporate 
such responses may make them more, 
not less, instructive.

Vouchers in New Orleans

Thanks to Education Next for pub-
lishing Michael B. Henderson’s 

informative article on the voucher pro-
gram in New Orleans (“In the Wake 
of the Storm,” features, Spring 2010). 
With so much attention being focused 
on the expansion of charter schools 
after Hurricane Katrina, these schol-
arships tend to be overlooked. Mr. 
Henderson’s piece serves as a useful 
reminder of the program’s existence 
as well as an informative description 
of how the legislation was passed.

Unlike the charter schools, which 
have received broad support since 
their inception, the voucher program 
was a “heavy lift” for Governor Bobby 
Jindal. He and the legislature deserve 
much credit for taking this on. It 
would have been easy for reformers 
to use the continuing expansion of 
charter schools as an excuse for inac-
tion on the voucher front, but thanks 
to their commitment hundreds of 

children can now attend the school 
of their choice.

In some respects, the expansion 
of charter schools made it harder for 
voucher advocates to make a com-
pelling case for their need. But as 
Mr. Henderson describes, effective 
advocacy by organizations including 
the Archdiocese of New Orleans and 
the Black Alliance for Educational 
Options helped build support for 
these scholarships.

As Mr. Henderson points out, a 
number of conditions made it possible 
for New Orleans to become a hotbed 
of school reform. Some of these con-
ditions may be replicable in other cit-
ies and some may not. But what these 
reforms can do is lay the groundwork 
for change around the country.  

Perhaps success in New Orleans will 
serve as a springboard for expanding 
school choice in cities that still cope 
with inflexible unions and reluctant 
policymakers. That could be a more 
likely, and more beneficial, outcome 
than hoping that someone can replicate 
the unusual path to school choice that 
has been taken here in New Orleans.

Kevin Kane
President

Pelican Institute for  
Public Policy


