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Safer Kids, Better Test Scores:
The D.C. Voucher Program Works

Shanea J. Watkins, Ph.D.

In January 2004, Congress passed the District
of Columbia School Choice Incentive Act of 2003,
the first federally funded school voucher program
in the United States. Now known as the D.C.
Opportunity Scholarship Program, this initiative
provides scholarships of up to $7,500 to more
than 1,900 low-income students in the District. A
recent U.S. Department of Education (DOE) eval-
uation of the program should provide policymak-
ers with some encouragement, as the report
demonstrates that the Opportunity Scholarship
Program is having a positive impact on students
and families alike.1

Academic Achievement. The DOE evaluation
reviews the first two years of the D.C. Opportu-
nity Scholarship Program, examining approxi-
mately 19 months of instruction. The results
indicate that students who received vouchers real-
ized higher academic achievement than students
who were not awarded a voucher, though the dif-
ferences between both groups of students were
not statistically significant.2

Despite this lack of statistical differentiation, stu-
dents who participated in the Opportunity Scholar-
ship Program achieved higher reading scores than
students who did not. The study also indicated that
certain subgroups of students experienced signifi-
cant positive gains in reading achievement.3 These
results are encouraging because they offer compel-
ling evidence of two years of positive achievement
gains for D.C. voucher program participants.4

Relying on a random assignment experiment, the
DOE study compared the results of students who
were awarded vouchers as part of a lottery process
to those of students who applied for but did not
receive a voucher. Several other voucher program
studies using random assignment have been con-
ducted to determine the effects that school vouchers
have on math and reading achievement. These stud-
ies include evaluations of public and privately
funded voucher programs in Wisconsin,5 North
Carolina,6 Ohio,7 and New York.8 In each study,
students who participated in a voucher program
experienced significant gains in math and reading
achievement compared to their peers in the public
school system.

Of particular importance to the D.C. Opportu-
nity Scholarship program is the fact that, in several
cases, significant gains in academic achievement
were not observed until after the third or fourth year
of program participation.

Parental Satisfaction and Feelings of School
Safety. Parents have many motivations for partici-
pating in a school choice program. One common
assumption is that parents choose a different school
primarily for improved academics. However, there
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is some evidence that moving their children into a
safer school was, at least initially, one of the primary
motivations for parents participating in the D.C.
Opportunity Scholarship program. Such motivation
was especially evident for parents involved in the
program from its inception.9 Given that school vio-
lence is a persistent problem in the D.C. public
school system, parents are—logically—most con-
cerned with the physical well-being of their chil-
dren at school.1012345678910

The D.C. Opportunity Scholarship program has
had a significant impact on parental satisfaction and
feelings of safety. According to the DOE evaluation,
parents participating in the D.C. Opportunity
Scholarship program were significantly less likely to

report that their child’s school was dangerous when
compared to parents who were not offered a schol-
arship. Furthermore, voucher parents were also sig-
nificantly more likely to report that they were
satisfied with their child’s school.

Parents who are satisfied with their child’s school
and who are not worried about their child’s safety
would presumably focus on other education-related
matters, including academic quality. That’s exactly
what the School Choice Demonstration Project
found: In focus groups, parents expressed that, as
they grew more confident in the security of their chil-
dren, they were more apt to focus on “academic con-
siderations, such as class size, curriculum and the
overall rigor of the school’s program.”11
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What Congress Should Do. The D.C. Opportu-
nity Scholarship Program has provided hundreds of
families with an alternative to public schools that,
more often than not, fail to meet the safety and edu-
cational needs of students. Yet, despite its successes,
vouchers are under attack, with District of Colum-
bia Delegate Eleanor Holmes Norton spearheading
legislative efforts to eliminate the program.12

Failing to reauthorize the Opportunity Scholar-
ship Program would leave families and students
involved in the program without the ability to
choose a school that is safer and more effective. A
new Web site, Voices of School Choice (http://
www.voicesofschoolchoice.org), provides firsthand
accounts of how the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship
Program has changed the lives of involved parents
and students for the better.

Congress should expand school choice options
for District families, thereby giving more students
the opportunity to attend a secure and successful
school of their parents’ choice. At a minimum,
Members of Congress should reauthorize and fund
the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship program to allow
the 1,900 children who are already flourishing in
the voucher program to retain school choice.
Beyond helping these disadvantaged families, con-
tinuing the program will provide additional evi-
dence documenting the extent to which students
can benefit from school choice.

—Shanea J. Watkins, Ph.D., is Policy Analyst in
Empirical Studies in the Center for Data Analysis at
The Heritage Foundation.

11. Stewart et al., “Satisfied, Optimistic, Yet Concerned,” p. 9.

12. Valerie Strauss and Bill Turque, “Fate of D.C. Voucher Program Darkens,” The Washington Post, June 9, 2008, at 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/06/08/AR2008060802041.html (June 18, 2008).


