Milwaukee Data Description—Private Schools

How does student academic performance compare at public and private schools? It’s a hard question to answer, but we’ve developed an approach that gives a good approximation. 

Milwaukee's private schools use a variety of tests with their students, including the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS), the TerraNova, and the Stanford Achievement Test. Some of these tests measure different things—for example, aptitude or cleverness vs. content knowledge—but the ITBS and TerraNova are sufficiently similar to allow for a comparison. Some private schools also choose to administer the state test, the Wisconsin Knowledge Concepts Examination (WKCE).  
Hundreds of students in private schools took both the WKCE and either the ITBS or the TerraNova. We analyzed student scores and developed a linear relationship describing student performance on the WKCE and either the ITBS or the Terra Nova. This linear equation then enabled us to estimate what students who did not take the WKCE would have scored had they taken it. 

The estimated WKCE scores, derived from students' actual scores on the other tests, were then used to estimate WKCE-comparable proficiency levels for each private school in our sample. Since public schools also have WKCE data, this gives parents the ability to compare performance in publics and privates.  
