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Motivation
With market-based school choice reform strategies becoming increasingly popular in the US, it is important to
think carefully about how these initiatives should be designed and supported. Our country’s recent history
with school choice programs suggests they can be powerful tools for improving student achievement and
other outcomes, but the mere existence of a market for school choosers cannot guarantee success.
One persistent challenge for school choice reforms is that potential school choosers might not be well
informed about their options or about how to navigate the selection process. This challenge has drawn the
attention of policymakers, reformers, and researchers, alike. Many states and districts have worked to
improve the availability of school data, while supporting organizations like GreatSchools have helped to fill
information gaps. Some recent research – most notably a study of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg School District –
offers evidence that families make different school choices when better informed about their options.1

Project Overview
This project involves collaboration between GreatSchools and researchers at Stanford University. We more
closely examine the effects of providing school choosers with detailed information about schools and personal
support as they make their choices. We consider how information and support provision affects the schools
that students request and attend as well as those students’ subsequent outcomes.
Families with students completing their final year (or a common transition year) of elementary school in
Washington, DC, or Milwaukee during the 2010-2011 school year were the primary subjects of this portion of
the study, since many of these families were choosing a middle school for the following year. Washington, DC,
and Milwaukee are natural settings for this study, since they are among the most choice-friendly cities in the
United States. Families in these cities have many tuition-free schooling options available via different types of
intra-district choice programs, public charter schools, inter-district choice programs, and private school
voucher programs. We received data with the help of the Office of the State Superintendent (DC), the DC
Public Schools, and the Milwaukee Public Schools.
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Families in each city were randomly assigned to a treatment group or control group. GreatSchools then
concentrated its information and support provision on treatment group families. Randomization occurred at
the sending school level, such that all students in the final grade at the same elementary school would have
the same treatment assignment. Any school or family that requested GreatSchools services was offered all of
the available information and support regardless of that school or family’s treatment assignment.
Our treatment had both information and support components. Information came primarily through the
distribution of the DC School Chooser 2011-2012 and the Milwaukee School Chooser 2011-2012. These
booklets, produced by GreatSchools, contain profiles of the traditional public, charter, and private schools in
each city, along with suggestions for how to choose a school, details about the types of choices available in
that city, and other resources (e.g., details about the GreatSchools website, which contains more
comprehensive profiles of these schools). The individual school profiles in the Choosers vary across the two
cities’ booklets, but each booklet most prominently features academic ratings, with additional information
available about programs offered, location, school and class size, student demographics (in DC), reenrollment
rates, school themes, and more. A sample from each city’s 2011-2012 booklet appears below. Treatment
group families were encouraged to obtain additional information from the GreatSchools website and
GreatSchools staff.
The information component of the treatment was supplemented by additional support offered by
GreatSchools staff. GreatSchools staff members in each city initiated contact with treatment schools and
offered school leaders their choices of an assortment of services. These services included on-site school
selection workshops, one-on-one (or small group) counseling sessions, training of school staff to better
support their school-choosing parents, and invitations to utilize other GreatSchools resources like citywide
school fairs, parent hotlines, and the website and Chooser.

Sample school profile from DC School Chooser 2011-2012
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Sample school profile from Milwaukee School Chooser 2011-2012

Preliminary Findings
As with any randomized experiment, the effects found in this study are defined by the contrast between what
the treatment group experienced and what the control group experienced. We observe somewhat different
results in DC and Milwaukee, but these results are consistent with the different treatment-control contrasts in
the two cities.
GreatSchools was relatively new to DC during the 2010-2011 school year (the treatment year). It was just
beginning to hire a local staff on the ground in DC and build relationships with schools across the city, and it
could focus that relationship-building in 2010-2011 on the schools that had been randomly assigned to our
treatment group. Furthermore, the information distributed citywide to potential school choosers from sources
other than GreatSchools was limited. This provided an opportunity for a sharp treatment-control contrast.
The Chooser and GreatSchools’ support services were relatively new to DC, so control group schools were
unlikely to seek them out, and the information and support themselves offered significant value beyond what
was already being consumed by families.
In DC, we see a meaningful, statistically significant effect on our key immediate outcome of interest: the
academic rating of the middle schools that these students attended in the following year. The DC School
Chooser 2011-2012 lists an “Academic Rating” for many schools that ranges from one to five stars. This rating
represents the percentage of students at that school scoring proficient or better on the 2010 District of
Columbia Comprehensive Assessment System (DC-CAS). It does not incorporate any value-added information
and might or might not be a good indicator of school quality. However, it is the most visually prominent
feature of the Chooser’s school profiles, as the schools with data available have one to five large stars in their
profiles to reflect performance on this measure. Since the Chooser was the centerpiece of our information
treatment – and much of our support treatment utilized the Chooser or drew from the same information – we
expected it to be influential. It was. Treatment group students attended DCPS and public charter middle
schools receiving approximately 0.21 more stars, on average, than the schools attended by control group
students in our data (effect size = 0.17). This is statistically significant and represents an intent-to-treat effect,
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meaning that it is averaged across all students in the study, including treatment group families that did not
receive the treatment and control group families that did. The effect of treatment on the treated was likely
considerably larger. We see indications that some of this effect was driven by treatment group families being
more likely to send their children to five-star schools.
The treatment-control contrast was not as sharp in Milwaukee. Partly, this was due to GreatSchools having
been much more established in Milwaukee in 2010-2011 than it was in DC. Although the hope in Milwaukee,
like in DC, was to distribute copies of the Chooser only to treatment group schools – and to focus the support
services on those schools – many schools that had been assigned to the control group that year had school
leaders and parents who requested the services that they had known GreatSchools to provide. Furthermore,
when, during our treatment year, the Milwaukee Public Schools revamped the Directions booklet that it
provided to school-choosing families in Milwaukee, the contrast between the information distributed to
treatment and control families was made duller than it might have been. There were important differences,
like that the Directions booklet did not contain performance information (available on the MPS website).
However, the gap between what was experienced, on average, between the treatment and control groups was
likely smaller in Milwaukee than it was in DC.
In Milwaukee, we did not see a statistically significant treatment effect on our key immediate outcome of
interest: the Chooser academic ratings of schools attended or requested by students. Rather than stars, the
Milwaukee School Chooser 2011-2012 uses green, yellow, and red lights to indicate high, medium, and low
school performance. Middle schools with sufficient data available received up to four separate ratings: math
attainment, reading attainment, math value-added, and reading value-added. We created a composite of
these ratings as our primary school selection outcome measure. We do not observe statistically significant
differences in the ratings of the middle schools that the treatment and control groups attended or requested.
Unlike in DC, where we have data for both traditional public school students and public charter school
students, we are limited to data on traditional public school students in Milwaukee. One possible explanation
for the lack of a treatment effect is that there was differential attrition in our sample across the treatment and
control groups, whereby there were different tendencies in the treatment and control group with respect to
leaving the district for options elsewhere. We will closely examine this possibility in subsequent reports.
Undoubtedly, though, part of the explanation for why we observe significant treatment effects in DC and not
Milwaukee relates to the differences in the treatment-control contrast in the two cities, due partly to
GreatSchools work in Milwaukee prior to our treatment year.
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Upcoming Reports
As we continue to collect data for both DC and Milwaukee, we will supplement the findings reported here with
subsequent findings. Most notably, we expect to have test score data from post-treatment years, which will
enable us to look for longer-term academic effects of the treatment. We expect to obtain other outcome data,
as well, such as data on student mobility, enabling us to examine whether better information and support
during the choice process reduces the probability that a student must switch schools later on.
Ultimately, we expect to release a formal scholarly article with full discussion of the short-term and long-term
effects of these treatments and what they might suggest for school choice and school choice policymaking.

For additional information, please contact:
Susanna Loeb (sloeb@stanford.edu)
Jon Valant (jvalant@stanford.edu)
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