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STUDY FINDS ACADEMIC GAINS NOT SUPERIOR AMONG PHILADELPHIA 

STUDENTS ENROLLED IN PRIVATELY RUN PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
 

LINK TO: 
FULL REPORT: State Takeover, School Restructuring, Private Management, and Student Achievement in Philadelphia 
BRIEF: Student Achievement in Privately Managed and District-Managed Schools in Philadelphia Since the State 
Takeover 
 
Academic improvement among students attending Philadelphia public schools managed by 
private operators kept pace, but did not exceed, the achievement gains of students in the rest 
of the district in the past four years, according to an analysis issued today by the RAND 
Corporation and Research for Action. 
 
While significant academic gains were made from 2002 to 2006 by students across 
Philadelphia, private managers who were given extra funds to run 45 elementary and middle 
schools did not achieve additional gains exceeding district-wide trends, according to 
researchers. 
 
Researchers say that their findings have implications for other regions that are considering 
private management of public schools and that the effort in Philadelphia suggests the 
challenges of implementing private management on a large scale.   
 
Philadelphia is the site of the largest experiment in the private management of public schools 
in the United States.  
 
“The privately managed schools, on average, showed gains that were comparable to those in 
the rest of the district.” said Brian Gill, lead author of the report and a researcher at RAND, a 
nonprofit research organization. 
 
“Schools in Philadelphia have shown strong improvement that has been reflected widely 
across the district,” said Jolley Christman, co-founder of Research for Action and an author of 
the report.  “But our findings show the investment in private management of schools has not   
paid the expected dividends.” 
 
Meanwhile, another group of schools that were “restructured” -- remaining under district 
management with intensive intervention and a comparable increase in resources -- showed 
significant gains in math in the first three years studied and in reading during the first year. In 
the fourth year, the additional resources for the restructured schools ended, but the schools 
appeared to maintain their gains in math. 
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Philadelphia’s experiment with the private management of public schools began in 2002 
when, after years of low achievement and budget crises in the School District of Philadelphia, 
the state of Pennsylvania launched a takeover of the 200,000-pupil district.  
 
District management was turned over to an appointed commission, which hired a new chief 
executive who imposed new district-wide curricula and a system of frequent benchmark 
assessments. 
 
The school district’s new leaders also adopted what is known as the “diverse provider” model, 
turning over the management of some of the district’s lowest-achieving schools to seven 
different private managers, who received additional per-pupil funding. Those private 
managers include for-profit firms such as Edison Schools (the nation’s largest for-profit 
operator of public schools), local nonprofits and two local universities.  
 
Since the state takeover of Philadelphia schools, the proportion of elementary and middle-
school students achieving proficiency in reading and math has increased substantially.   
 
From the 2001-2002 school year to the 2005-2006 school year, an additional 11 percent of 
fifth grade students reached proficiency in reading and 23 percent reach proficiency in math, 
according to state tests. Similarly, an additional 20 percent of eighth grade students reached 
proficiency in reading and 19 percent reached proficiency in math.  
 
The four-year gains for Philadelphia’s low-achieving schools (which included a majority of 
schools in the district) were generally on par with gains from similar low-achieving schools in 
the rest of the state. Philadelphia’s schools out-gained comparison schools in middle-school 
reading.   
 
The analysis by RAND Education and Research for Action examined the performance not 
only of the privately managed schools and the restructured schools, but also a group of 
schools dubbed the “Sweet 16.”  These previously low-performing schools had showed 
improvement prior to the state takeover. The schools were given extra per-pupil funding, but 
no other district intervention.  
 
Results for the Sweet 16 were similar to those of the privately managed schools. Researchers 
found no significant positive or negative effects in either reading or math among the Sweet 16 
schools in any of the four years studied. 
 
Advocates of private management of public schools say the approach works best when private 
managers have full control of campuses and parents decide where to enroll their children -- 
measures that were not fully implemented in Philadelphia.   
 
Funding for the study was provided by the Annenberg Foundation, the William Penn 
Foundation and the Accountability Review Council for the School District of Philadelphia. 
The presentation of findings was hosted by the Philadelphia Education Fund. 
 
Other authors of the report are Ron Zimmer of RAND and Suzanne Blanc of Research for 
Action. 
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The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit research organization providing objective analysis and 
effective solutions that address the challenges facing the public and private sectors around the 
world. To sign up for RAND e-mail alerts: http://www.rand.org/publications/email.html 
 
RAND Education conducts research and analysis on a variety of topics, including school 
reform, educational assessment and accountability, and trends among teachers and teacher 
training. 
  
Research for Action is a Philadelphia-based non-profit organization working in educational 
research and reform to insure equitable opportunities and outcomes for all students. For more 
information, go to www.researchforaction.org 
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