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The city of Cleveland has long been at the forefront
of school choice discussions. In 2002, a U.S.
Supreme Court decision on Cleveland’s publicly
funded voucher program, known as the Cleveland
Scholarship and Tutoring Program (CSTP),
resulted in federal approval of the inclusion of
religious schools in voucher programs.1 This policy
brief will look at conclusions found in empirical
studies on the CSTP program.

BACKGROUND

Launched in 1996 in what is now the Cleveland
Metropolitan School District (CMSD), the CSTP
program allowed parents of students within the
district the opportunity to apply for either a tutoring
grant or a scholarship.2 The program focused on
serving primarily low-income students and gave
top priority to students whose family income was
at or below the federal poverty level, followed by
students whose family income was less than 200
percent of the federal poverty level and students
whose family income was greater than 200 percent
of the federal poverty level.3 In order to be “race
neutral,” the CSTP program intended to reflect the
proportion of African-American students within
the district.4
In the spring of 1997, the state of Ohio reimbursed
families of 245 K-3 students up to $234 per student
for the cost of tutorial services.5 That same year,
1,994 students6 from the maximum 1,500 families
used vouchers to attend a private school approved
by the state.7 When the program started, the state
added one grade level each year until the program
served K-8 students. Prior to the start of the 2003
academic year, the Ohio legislature decided to
expand the program into high school by adding
one grade level per year.8
Operating in its 17th year (2012-13), the CSTP
program focuses solely on providing vouchers
and caters to 6,001 K-12 students and 35 private
or public schools.9 The CSTP program still gives
primary priority to students whose families are in
the lowest income level, but available scholarships
go first to kindergarten students, second to

students in first through eighth grade, and third to
high school students.10

FINDINGS

Studies show evidence that the CSTP program
serves low-income families. In Cleveland, the 1997
average family income of voucher recipients that
previously attended public school was $20,091; the
average family income of their public school peers
was $25,545 that same year.11 During the same
year, 49.9 percent of Cleveland voucher recipients’
mothers had some college training compared to
43.5 percent of their public school peers’ mothers,
and voucher recipients had smaller families on
average, compared to the families of their public
school peers.12
In 1997, Cleveland voucher parents were more
satisfied than public school parents were with such
school characteristics as academic quality, safety,
school discipline, the teaching of moral values, the
amount of private attention to each child, overall
parental involvement, and class size.13 Studies
show evidence that “school vouchers do not put
students into more segregated schools. In fact, all
the available empirical research finds that vouchers
in Cleveland…are moving students into private
schools that are substantially less segregated than
the local public schools.”14
Regarding academics, studies show that students
who remain in the CSTP program had higher
levels of achievement across all subject areas when
compared to the students who left the program.15
However, when controlling for differences in
prior achievement, student mobility, and minority
status, there is not a statistically significant
difference between the overall achievement scores
of students from the public school control groups
and those that take advantage of the program
throughout their academic careers.16 Although
the aforementioned difference is not statistically
significant, a comparison of students utilizing the
CSTP program and all students in CMSD show
that the former group has outperformed the peer
group for all Ohio Graduation Test categories that
had scores reported by both parties for the past
three academic years.
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TABLE 1

Percent of students at or above proficient
on the Ohio Graduation Tests
Cleveland Scholarship
and Tutoring Program17

Cleveland Metropolitan
School District18

2011–12

96.0

63.1

2010–11

85.4

67.6

2009–10

86.3

63.8

2011–12

76.2

55.5

2010–11

62.8

58.7

2009–10

62.3

58.2

2011–12

70.6

44.4

2010–11

52.3

44.3

2009–10

59.6

44.4
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