
proponents had anticipated, despite plenty of attention from policy en-
trepreneurs, especially in its early years. Like fancy Parisian fashions
on show in a middle-class shopping mall, there were many lookers and
almost no one ready to buy. The Ohio legislature passed a voucher pro-
gram—limited to low-income Cleveland families—in 1995. Florida
enacted a program in 1999, but the state supreme court ruled it uncon-
stitutional in January 2006. This was hardly a groundswell. Most im-
portant from a political perspective, whenever voters were given a
direct opportunity to express themselves, vouchers went down to dra-
matic public defeats. Voucher or tuition tax credit proposals11 went to
public referenda at least ten times (in six states and the District of Co-
lumbia) between 1970 and 2000; all but one failed on average by about
a 2 to 1 margin (see table 3.1). As one voucher proponent reluctantly
concluded, “school choice was not a viable national issue, and the mar-
ket concept remained a cute metaphor in the minds of most citizens”
(Viteritti 2005, 141).

Charter Schools Catch On

Charter schools emerged against this backdrop of a stalling voucher
movement. They were quickly drawn into the ideological and political
currents of the privatization debates. To many contemporary observers,
the charter school movement seemed to have sprung from the politics
of vouchers much as Athena is said to have sprung fully formed from
the head of Zeus. That was not the case, however. The initial conception
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Table 3.1 Votes on Major Voucher Referenda

State Year Vote Against Vote For

MI 1970 43% 57%
MD 1972 55 45
MI 1978 74 26
DC 1981 74 26
OR 1990 67 33
CO 1992 67 33
CA 1993 70 30
WA 1996 64 36
MI 2000 69 31
CA 2000 71 29

Average 65 35

Sources: People for the American Way, “History of Failed Vouchers and Tax Credits” ac-
cessed at http://www.pfaw.org/pfaw/general/default.aspx?oid=2969; National School
Board Association, “Keep Public Education Public: Why Vouchers Are a Bad Idea,” Ap-
pendix, accessed at http://www.nsba.org/site/pdf.asp?TP=/site/docs/33800/33743.pdf.



The AFT also was concerned that NCES was proposing to have the
December 2004 report present a sophisticated multilevel (HLM) quan-
titative analysis rather than the more basic descriptive reports that were
the norm for the agency’s NAEP reports. NCES claimed that this more
sophisticated analysis was necessary to take into account the fact that
charter schools and traditional public schools are serving different pop-
ulations. The AFT argued that this was both a violation of NAGB’s
norms and of specific policy. Out of concern that statistical adjustments
of NAEP data would be “subject to serious methodological and politi-
cal challenges,”10 NAGB had decided in 1989 that only the straight de-
scriptive results would be reported. This position had been recon-
firmed after further discussion in 1994. At that meeting, according to
the AFT report, then NAGB member Chester Finn was recorded as say-
ing that “while it was proper for researchers to prepare adjusted scores,
it would be wrong for them to [sic] part of a government report, such as
NAEP. He said such scores would damage the credibility of program
[sic]” (Nelson, Rosenberg, and Van Meter 2004, 2).

The union argued it was not conducting original research product as
much as liberating data that were being held hostage. It also insisted it
needed to do this lest the Bush administration bury the results until the
multilevel analysis was complete.

As discussed earlier, what the AFT investigators found was that stu-
dents attending charter schools by and large were doing no better, and
arguably somewhat worse, than students attending traditional public
schools. The data allowed them to look at both math and reading scores
for both fourth and eighth graders and they could measure achieve-
ment by average test scores, by the percentages reaching the Basic and
the Proficiency levels. Table 4.1 summarizes the overall pattern, show-
ing where average scale scores differed by statistically significant de-
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Table 4.1 Charter School Achievement on 2003 NAEP AFT Report

Average All Eligible Central
Scale Score Students Free Lunch City Minority

Grade 4 math Advantage Advantage Advantage —
noncharter noncharter noncharter

Grade 4 reading Advantage Advantage — —
noncharter noncharter

Grade 8 math — Advantage 
noncharter

Grade 8 reading — —

Source: Author’s compilation; Nelson, Rosenberg, and Van Meter 2004.
Note: Statistically significant results reported. Sample sizes did not allow for comparisons
based on city location or racial status in grade 8.



were started by organizations with long-standing missions of helping
the disadvantaged. They cannot be totally insensitive to market factors
that affect their revenues and cost, but by seeking philanthropic sup-
port and hiring employees willing to work for less because they iden-
tify with the school’s mission, they can push considerations of prof-
itability toward the periphery of their decision making (Brown et al.
2005). A second reason is that market-oriented behavior does not steer
charter school entrepreneurs to target white and wealthy suburbs. Par-
ents there are generally pleased with their public schools and occasion-
ally inhospitable toward what they see as a potential destabilizing ef-
fect. Charter schools, at least in the early years, are more likely to open
in dense, central cities where per pupil revenues may be higher and
where demand is perceived to be stronger. 

To Say that Charter Schools Overall Are Serving High Proportions of Minor-
ity and Low-Income Students Is not the Same as Saying That They Are Creat-
ing Integrated Learning Environments Most of the evidence offered to
suggest that charter schools are not creaming is based on comparing av-
erages across the two sectors. Averages, however, can be misleading.
Charter schools on average could be serving precisely the same pro-
portions of minority and poor students as the traditional public school
districts in which they lie even if the individual charter schools were
racially and economically homogenous. Imagine a hypothetical school
district in which every traditional public school is 40 percent black, 40
percent Hispanic, and 20 percent white. Table 5.1 presents an imaginary
array of five charter schools that, on average, serve the same popula-
tions despite being severely unbalanced internally. What this means is
that serious consideration of how charter schools affect racial, ethnic,
and economic integration requires looking at school-level data.
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Table 5.1 Why Averages Can be Misleading

Percentage Percentage Percentage
Black Hispanic White

Hypothetical charter 1 85 15 0
Hypothetical charter 2 15 85 0
Hypothetical charter 3 0 0 100
Hypothetical charter 4 100 0 0
Hypothetical charter 5 0 100 0

Average for hypothetical 
charter schools 40 40 20

Source: Author’s compilation.



researcher critical of market-oriented choice claims, “because I don’t
have pressing needs for money. I can wait until something comes
along” [R18].

That some researchers are sheltered from the day-to-day pressure to
nail down external support does not necessarily mean that money is
not influential. For example, it might be that some researchers are shel-
tered precisely because they are in institutions generously supported
by funding sources with an ideological goal in mind. To get better in-
sights on the phenomenon, we need to probe more deeply into why
money matters more to some than to others and whether the availabil-
ity of funding systematically differs for researchers with differing ori-
entations on the choice and charter school debates.

Why Is External Funding More Important to
Some?

There are at least three reasons why some researchers are less oriented
toward external funding than others. The first has to do with the kind
of research they typically do. Different kinds of studies carry different
price tags and, though many researchers are flexible enough to employ
more than one kind of research design, most have a limited number of
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Figure 6.1 Importance of External Funding

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: 1 = lowest importance; 5 = highest importance.
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both the public and private sectors and the ways in which they make
resources available.

Federal Funding of Research in Policy,
Education, and Charter Schools

When it comes to funding research, the federal government is the ele-
phant in the room. In 2005, considering all agencies combined, the fed-
eral government spent about $103 billion on research and development.13

About half of that was for development—defined as the process of taking
new ideas and converting them into “useful materials, devices, and sys-
tems or methods” (Meeks 2005). Research itself, defined in the same
source as “the systematic study directed toward fuller scientific knowl-
edge or understanding,” accounted for about half. Measured in constant
dollars, federal spending on research nearly doubled between 1970 and
2004.14 The National Science Foundation, a major arm of the federal gov-
ernment’s research funding enterprise, according to one estimate “funds
some 52% of all social science research done by U.S. academics and some
90% of the work by political scientists” (Mervis 2006, 829).
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Figure 6.2 Expressed Need for Funding by Orientation Toward School
Choice

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: 1 = lowest level of need; 5 = highest level of need.
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search and development, for several reasons the amount available for
studies of school choice and charter schools is less than meets the eye.
Government support for research in the social sciences generally and
funding for research on education policy in particular has been a much
more minor affair than spending on such things as health, life sciences,
military technologies, and the like. Most (about 60 percent) of the federal
R&D budget goes to defense. For every $100 spent on research, less than
$2.25 goes to the social sciences and less than 41 cents goes to research
within the Department of Education. Figure 6.4 shows historical federal
outlays for the Department of Education as compared to those for the
National Institute of Health and the National Science Foundation.

Tight Specification

Not only does the federal government spend less on social science re-
search generally, and education research in particular, what it does
spend tends in some ways to be more tightly defined and controlled.
Compared to federal funding in some areas, education research is more
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Figure 6.3 Respondents’ Sources of Research Support

Source: Author’s compilation.
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likely to be applied than basic and more likely to take the form of con-
tracts than grants. In each case, the difference narrows the degree of dis-
cretion left in the hands of researchers, reduces the role of peer review
and other formal protections for scholarly autonomy, makes the fund-
ing somewhat less attractive to university-based researchers, gives re-
searchers not based at universities some competitive advantages, and
increases the ability of program administrators to shape the study and
influence the dissemination of findings.

From 1979 to 2004, the amount of money the Department of Educa-
tion devoted to applied research increased by about 113 percent and ex-
penditures on program development increased over 40 percent. Basic
research spending, during the same period, increased only a little over
12 percent. Basic research accounts for just about $3 of every $100 of re-
search funded by the department. By comparison, it accounts for just
under $50 of every $100 spent on research by the federal government
overall and about $1 in $3 within the social sciences (Meeks 2005).

As components of research, applied research and development fall
more within the zones of competence and oversight of political and bu-
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Figure 6.4 Federal Outlays for R&D, Education vs. NIH and NSF, 1967 to
2005

Source: Author’s compilation; Meeks (2005).
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largest of all foundation grants and local EDs had the largest share of
the grants going to governments.

Included in the other category are eleven grants to individual
schools. These were few grants and generally small. This is not because
foundations do not fund individual schools; they frequently do. Rather,
it is because those grants are typically for programs that have no re-
search component. Three out of every four of the research grants going
to schools went to traditional public schools. Charter schools, however,
make up much less than one-fourth of the nation’s schools, indicating
that they on average had a greater likelihood of winning grants of this
type. Charter school grants, in addition, tended to be larger than those
to traditional public schools.

Trends Over Time The data reveal no evidence of consistent trends in
the number or amount of education research grants awarded by foun-
dations from 2000 to 2003. The number of grants rose slightly until 2002
and then fell in 2003. The average size of grants decline from 2000
through 2002 and then rose in 2003. Given the small number of years in-
cluded and the relatively small differences from year-to-year, it is haz-
ardous to speculate about what to make of this pattern. There were no
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Figure 6.5 Number of Foundation Grants for K–12 Education Research,
2000 to 2003, by Size

Source: Author’s calculations.
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the progressive foundations. In the aggregate, progressive foundations
provided 4.5 times as much.

In reviewing these figures, it is important to bear in mind that the
data depend on whether grants were identified in the Foundation Cen-
ter directory as having an education research element. They do not in-
clude grants given exclusively for program development, or advocacy,
or any of a number of possible uses that need not involve research.
Moreover, they do not include grants that are not identified or allude
vaguely to such functions as “continuing support.” This is important
given that a review of the grants in the directory suggests that conserva-
tive foundations are more likely to characterize their gifts very broadly.
Because of this, it is reasonable to surmise that the figures I present may
understate the actual research activities of the conservative activist
foundations to a greater degree than those of other foundations.

Figure 6.6 shows the distribution of grant activity by funder orienta-
tion over time. There is no evidence that foundations are getting either
more or less active in an ideologically meaningful sense. Rather, all
three types of foundations appear to be responding in a generally sim-
ilar pattern: increasing the number of grants through 2002 and decreas-
ing the number but increasing the average size in 2003. If politicization
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Figure 6.6 Number of Education Research-Related Grants by Funder
Orientation Over Time

Source: Author’s compilation.
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of research is related to foundation activity, we will have to look deeper
to find the mechanism.

On one issue, however, there is an important difference related to
foundation orientation. As indicated in figure 6.7, grants by conserva-
tive foundations are much more likely to focus on school choice. Nearly
one of three (31.6 percent) education research grants by the conserva-
tive foundations dealt with school choice, vouchers, or charter schools,
compared to about three in 100 (3.3 percent) for progressive and one of
100 (1.1 percent) for mainstream funders. When it comes to education
research, conservative foundations have been much more focused on
the choice debate. Others are spreading their funding over a much
wider array of research questions.

Here, then, is a possible insight into how conservative foundations
seem to be dominating the debate around choice and charter schools
despite their smaller number and scale. Chapter 3 suggested that choice
and charter schools were especially explosive issues precisely because
of the way that had come to be aligned with the larger ideological bat-
tle over whether government or markets represented the better option
for meeting social needs. Other areas of education research—studies of
curriculum, teacher burnout, class size, small schools, and the like—
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Figure 6.7 Education Research Grants Focusing on School Choice, By
Funder Orientation

Source: Author’s compilation.
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may have a more certain and immediate impact on children and class-
rooms. However, conservative foundations, it appears, may be more
strategically emphasizing research that can be used in the bigger battle
about how big or small should government be.

Why Studies Get Funded: The Importance of
Foundation Mission

The way that foundations think of themselves and their organizational
missions tells us more about what studies will get funded than does the
innovativeness of researchers’ ideas or the intricacy and sophistication
of their research design. I asked respondents to tell me about the “fac-
tors that in your mind determine whether you get funding,” asking
them to score, from 1 to 5, a series of factors and then giving them a
chance to mention others that they felt were important as well. Figure
6.8 shows the average score that researchers assigned to each of the
seven factors I presented to them. The two most important were Funder
Priorities and the researchers’ Personal Reputation. One respondent
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Figure 6.8 Researchers’ Perceptions of What Determines Funding

Source: Author’s compilation.
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esting to discover that pursuing external funds was relatively unim-
portant for a considerable portion. I asked each of the choice re-
searchers I interviewed: “Given your position and the kinds of research
you do, how important a priority is it (relative to others) to obtain ex-
ternal funding? Extremely (5) to not at all (1).” As indicated in figure
6.1, the responses were rather polarized. The largest fraction among
them gave the answer a 5, the highest ranking of importance; yet just
under half gave it a 3 or less.

For some respondents, particularly those who engage in research
that involves qualitative research in multiple settings, the need for
funding is so pressing that they almost could not conceive of answering
anything but 5. “My mother was a teacher. My father worked for the
government so I have to pay the mortgage. I am not sitting on some en-
dowment or trust fund. It is everything. Getting people to fund and pay
for it” [A3]. For others, the situation is different.10 “I’ve been lucky,” one
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Table 6.1 Three Visions of Research and Funding

Idealized View from the Right View from the Left

Defining attribute Harmonious Research as part of Privatization and 
alignment the Education Blob assault on the 

state
Government Democratically se- Public monopoly Conservative Re-

lected officials set seeks to defend publicans use 
agenda, invest in itself new power to 
infrastructure control access to 

data and steer re-
search toward 
pro-market 
policies

Foundations Source of intellec- Traditional founda- “New wave” 
tual pluralism; tions as providing foundations as 
testing ground for ideology and man- legitimizers of 
innovative ideas ufacturing evi- markets

dence for social 
intervention

Research institu- Norms and tradi- Research as tool of Researchers as as-
tions tions nurtured by governmentally pirants/tools of 

universities pro- defined elite; uni- deep-pocketed 
vide powerful in- versities dominated private sector 
formal limitations by an elite that is elite; new wave 
on abuse hostile to markets think tanks as 

and culturally out counter-
of step institutions

Source: Author’s compilation.



of funders, could reduce and selectively filter the flow of information
into public venues. The displacement of universities as research part-
ners may also loosen the influence of the institutional procedures asso-
ciated with academia that, among other things, evolved to buffer their
faculty and its research endeavors from political influence and to rein-
force norms of scholarship relating to public presentation of findings,
peer review, and freedom to explore ideas that are unfashionable. 

School Choice Research as Political Hot Potato

A fourth reason federal funding is not higher on the radar screens of
school choice researchers may have to do with the government’s gen-
eral reluctance to get involved in topics that are so highly visible and
ideologically infused. Education research, as we have seen, is less well
funded than other areas of federal research and also more tightly con-
trolled. When the federal government does fund research on school
choice, the studies tend to get prominent attention because of their size,
their national scope, and the expectation that federal policy makers will
pay more attention to research results they have sponsored than to
studies done under the auspices of others.

Despite—or perhaps because of—the subject’s prominence in na-
tional debates about education reform, by far the bulk of education re-
search is focused on matters other than school choice. A search of NSF’s
electronic file of grants awarded, using the terms “school choice OR
vouchers OR charter school”27 generated only twenty-one grants that
appeared to be genuinely dealing with these issues over the twelve
years from 1994 through 2005. The amount awarded was about $3.5
million. This may not seem insignificant but pales in relative terms
when one takes into account the fact that the agency makes roughly
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Table 6.2 IES Awards to University and Non-University Organizations

Grant Contract Total

Non-university
Average amount $2,393,503 $7,971,897 $5,450,157
Number 132 160 292
Percentage 45.2 54.8

University
Average amount $2,668,539 $7,909,483 $3,001,297
Number 236 16 252
Percentage 93.7 6.3

Source: Author’s calculations based on data included in U.S. Department of Education
(2005a).



Table 6.3 Foundation Grants for Education Research, 2001 to 2003

Number of Percentage of Number of Percentage of Average Size Aggregate
Type Organizations Organizations Grants Grants of Grant Grants

University 106 18.8 350 27.3 $338,955 $118,634,250
Nonprofit, not research, educ focus 81 14.4 120 9.4 $594,110 $71,293,200
Research organization, educ focus 71 12.6 255 19.9 $255,837 $65,238,435
Another foundation 56 10.0 102 8.0 $543,783 $55,465,866
Research organization, general 87 15.5 233 18.2 $211,931 $49,379,923
State or local DOE 47 8.4 64 4.8 $302,037 $19,330,380
Nonprofit, not research, general focus 73 13.0 103 8.1 $133,042 $13,703,326
State or local government 7 1.2 10 0.8 $115,185 $1,151,850
All others 35 6.2 43 3.3 $181,095 $7,787,085
Total 563 1280 $314,050 $401,984,315

Source: Author’s compilation.



took pains to emphasize that, though he rated some other factors a 4,
“the only thing I hesitate about” is that funder priorities are “so impor-
tant that [they are] more than one notch above the others” [R3].

Next in importance, and roughly equally scored, were the quality
and style of the proposal, the extent to which the study addressed pol-
icy needs, and researchers’ personal ties to the funder. Least important
was the extent to which the study had the prospect to advance basic
knowledge. Not a single respondent said that meeting basic knowledge
was extremely important; by way of contrast, no fewer than three of the
twenty researchers gave each of the other factors the highest score.

The way respondents answered this question was related to the par-
ticular mix of funding that they received. Table 6.4 shows the correla-
tion between the relative importance respondents gave to each criterion
and the percentage of their funding that came from their own institu-
tion, governmental entity, or private foundation. With a small sample
and simple bivariate analysis like this, one has to be cautious in inter-
preting results, but the pattern is intriguing. For those relying most
heavily on internal resources, the nature of the proposal is least impor-
tant; indeed, some of these researchers are able to tap into their institu-
tional funds without writing a formal proposal at all. The more respon-
dents rely on governmental support, the more important they perceive
the proposal, consistent with the belief that government funding
prospects depend on a review on the merits of the question and design.
The more respondents rely on foundation support, the more it is that
the specific priorities of the funder are seen to make a difference.

Open-ended interview responses make it clearer what this means.
Respondents see foundations as having very specific program interests.
With very few if any exceptions, foundations have little or no interest in
funding research for its own sake, no matter how clever, and poten-
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Table 6.4 Perceived Funder Criteria

Percentage of Respondents’ Support

Own Institution Government Foundation

Policy needs –0.31 0.25 0.10
Basic knowledge 0.10 0.30 –0.22
Funder priorities –0.24 –0.37 0.46
Proposal –0.48 0.48 0.16
Personal reputation –0.04 –0.27 0.25
Institution’s reputation –0.05 –0.23 0.17
Personal relation with funder 0.33 –0.56 –0.02

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: Bolded coefficients meet or barely miss meeting the .05 test of statistical significance.



the total choice-oriented articles and commentaries mentioned charter
schools,9 but the very next year that proportion went up to almost 65
percent. Since then more than seven of ten choice articles have dis-
cussed charter schools.

Many of these were short articles or mentioned the phenomenon
only briefly. Sometimes the five papers were running articles reporting
on the same event. By far the bulk of these articles made no mention at
all of research.

To get a deeper look at how newspapers use research and whether
this varies by their perceived pro- or anticharter school editorial stance
on charter schools, I constructed a database including news articles and
commentary in two of the publications—the New York Times and the
Wall Street Journal—that explicitly cited experts or referred to empirical
evidence in ways that were conducive to drawing conclusions about
whether charter schools are working or not.10 Neither the Times nor the
Journal devoted as much attention to choice and charter schools during
this period as did either the Boston Globe or the Los Angeles Times,11 but
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Figure 7.1 Number of Articles on Choice Vouchers and Charters in Five
Major Newspapers, 1980 to 2004

Source: Author’s compilation.
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The results challenge the notion that polarization results from head-
line drift— the discretion that newspapers have in attaching headlines
to stories. If anything, the content of the articles points to a more polar-
ized media presentation than the headlines do. The Times headlines are
slightly less consistently critical of choice than the article content and
the Journal headlines appear to substantially moderate the favorable tilt
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Figure 7.2 Valence of Choice Coverage, Coded by Headline and by Content

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Table 7.1 Assessing Three Predictions About Headline Bias

Headline Least Most
Content Favorable –1 0 1 Favorable

Predictions
Bias toward extremes + – +
Bias toward editorial 
stance of the papers +NYT/–WSJ – –NYT/+WSJ

Blur sharper content – + –
Resultsa NYT –2.18 –4.35 10.87 –10.87 6.52

WSJ 7.15 –9.53 11.91 11.91 –21.42

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Headline minus content.



to their articles’ content, in neither case what a headline drift toward
the editorial stance of the paper would predict. Nor is there consistent
evidence that headlining distills mixed research findings into a simpler
pro- or con stance. The clearest pattern is the higher concentration of 0
scores—indicating mixed or neutral tone—when the articles are coded
based on headlines alone.19

Further probing suggests that the relatively high pro-choice valence
of the Journal article content is probably not an indication that the ideo-
logically pro-market stance of the paper’s editorial operation has in-
fected the core news operation. Rather, it seems to reflect the structure
of the paper and its coverage—which makes news articles by staff re-
porters less prominent than other formats that are less constrained by
the norms of professional journalism regarding balance and objective
analysis. Figure 7.3 shows that differences in the types of articles dis-
cussing research on charters and choice in the two outlets are distinct.
Half of the Times articles were straight news stories but only about one-
fifth of those in the Journal. In contrast, the Journal was much more
likely to provide coverage on school choice in the form of op-eds, edi-
torials, letters to the editor, and book reviews.

The apparent pro-choice leaning of the Journal’s overall coverage is
linked to this difference in their relative use of editorials, op-eds,
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Figure 7.3 Type of Coverage of Charter and Choice Research

Source: Author’s compilation.
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columns, and letters—as distinct from news articles—as vehicles for
discussing the research literature on charters, vouchers, and school
choice. Across both papers, as one might expect, these non-news for-
mats are much more likely to use research to stake out a position on one
side or another; while only about one in three straight news pieces was
unambiguously pro- or anti-choice in its overall tone, nine of ten edito-
rials and op-eds took polar positions. This different reliance on news
versus other formats is not particular to this issue; it reflects the differ-
ences in format of the two papers overall. The consequence, however, is
that more of the Journal content is generated outside the news division,
where its journalists are professionally trained to delve into the issues
fully and arrive at an informed position. In principle, a newspaper
could opt for such an overall format and then take pains to ensure that
the editorials, op-eds, and letters it offers are neatly balanced. But this
is where the editorial zone of discretion comes into play. Figure 7.4
makes it clear that the Journal overwhelmingly favors strong pro-choice
pieces in its editorials and op-eds, and that its straight news coverage of
choice research is extremely balanced.20 Letters to the editor, which also
play a more prominent role in the Journal than the Times, appear to be
the forum relied on to air some more critical perspectives on the school
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Figure 7.4 Valence of Expert Comments

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Figure 7.5 Use of Multiple Experts

Source: Author’s compilation.
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track of the nuances and the cautions, they want you to overstate the re-
sults. [R10]

I think they focus on what they want to focus on . . . I mean, the work that
I do is contextual and it is complicated, and so I am simplifying it first of
all for them, and then they simplify it from what I give them. [R19]

If you are talking to an audience of teachers or parents or even journal-
ists, you are talking to people who are not interested in the methodology.
They are not interested in the kinds of things that social scientists are in-
terested in, and so I think you have to boil it down to the basic ideas. And
you have to be more willing to tell stories and give examples. [R8]

Most researchers express at least some frustration with this pressure
to simplify for other audiences. Their overall reactions differ dramati-
cally, however. Some simply give up trying. Some ignore most phone
messages or email inquiries from reporters, recognizing that reporters
are often on tight deadlines and that failure to respond quickly will be
enough to make the problem go away. Some respond when called, but
avoid proactive steps such as trying to place op-ed pieces in newspa-
pers. “It requires a level of kind of simplification, one notch beyond
where I am comfortable,” one researcher reports. “And so I have tried
it and I had a horrible track record writing op-eds. And I said to hell
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Figure 7.6 Importance of Reaching Beyond Scholars

Source: Author’s compilation.

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

40

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0
1 2 3 4 5

Importance from 1 (Lowest) to 5 (Highest)



place high expectations on the role of the traditional media, as conduits,
filters, and interpreters for a public that oftentimes is inattentive and
disengaged. Measured against those expectations, the print media’s
performance on the school choice and charter school debates is disap-
pointing. They lack the space, time, expertise, and inclination to be the
nation’s tutor in complicated issues of research methodology. Neither,
though, do they emerge as the villains in the story of research polariza-
tion. My analysis suggests that the media may too passively allow their
coverage to be disproportionately influenced by a small coterie of re-
searchers and organizations that aggressively market themselves for
op-eds and citation. It supports neither that the charges that ideologi-
cally grounded editorial stances aggressively lead to one-sided news
coverage, nor that reporters uniformly squeeze stories about research
into a fixed template of competing claims. What the media might do
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Figure 7.7 Importance of Ways to Disseminate Research

Source: Author’s compilation.
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The results challenge the notion that polarization results from head-
line drift— the discretion that newspapers have in attaching headlines
to stories. If anything, the content of the articles points to a more polar-
ized media presentation than the headlines do. The Times headlines are
slightly less consistently critical of choice than the article content and
the Journal headlines appear to substantially moderate the favorable tilt
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Figure 7.2 Valence of Choice Coverage, Coded by Headline and by Content

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Table 7.1 Assessing Three Predictions About Headline Bias

Headline Least Most
Content Favorable –1 0 1 Favorable

Predictions
Bias toward extremes + – +
Bias toward editorial 
stance of the papers +NYT/–WSJ – –NYT/+WSJ

Blur sharper content – + –
Resultsa NYT –2.18 –4.35 10.87 –10.87 6.52

WSJ 7.15 –9.53 11.91 11.91 –21.42

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Headline minus content.



author. In the other cases, the experts are quoted in an article written by
someone else.

One hypothesis about polarization suggests that it is exacerbated
when people who are not scholars are allowed to wrest the mantle of
scholarly authority from researchers who are embedded in research in-
stitutions where formal peer review, informal norms, reputation for
rigor, and professional rewards and sanctions all work to reinforce ad-
herence to scientific procedures and careful inference. What we see
here, though, is that, at least in articles that are substantively focused on
research, experts who appear are most likely to be identified by univer-
sity affiliations. Researchers with think tank affiliations are the second
largest group. In about one of three cases, the person providing expert
commentary is an advocate or public official.

Earlier I presented information on the valence of the articles. Figure
7.4 does the same for appearances by experts. Here, as before, it turns
out to be important to distinguish between articles, on the one hand,
and op-eds and letters to the editor, on the other. When all appearances
by experts are taken into account, the valence clearly tilts toward the
pro-choice side: 32.9 percent unambiguously favorable to choice in tone
and 18.6 percent unambiguously unfavorable. When we filter out
proactive appearances, in which the experts exercise the initiative to
write an op-ed or send a letter to the paper,22 the balance is much more
even, tilting only slightly toward the critical side.

Figure 7.5 separates articles in which multiple experts are cited. As
noted earlier, critics charge that journalists sometimes create an overly po-
larized presentation of research by deliberately seeking experts at alterna-
tive poles of a debate. Forty-two of the articles refer to or are written by a
single expert. In half of these, the voice of the expert is moderate. In sev-
enteen (40.5 percent), the expert takes an unambiguously pro-choice
stance. In comparison, in only four (9.5 percent) is the expert’s stance un-
ambiguously critical of choice (−2). In forty-four cases the articles use mul-
tiple experts. When the articles feature multiple experts, these experts are
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Table 7.2 Appearances by Experts

Number of different experts 89
Experts appearing more than twice 13.5%
Appearances in which expert is the author (op-ed or letter) 34.8
University affiliation 46.3
Think tank or private research organization 18.8
Union–advocacy 17.5
Bureaucrat–administrator 13.8
Elected official 3.8

Source: Author’s compilation.
n = 160 appearances.



mances, charge newspapers and television with being overly sensation-
alistic. Others, comparing the somewhat staid and steady flagship news-
papers and network news with the innovative rough and tumble of the
Web, level the charge of boring. The left sees the media as tool of right;
the right sees the media as a tool of the left. On charters, as we have seen,
proponents of choice attack the New York Times for being a willing collab-
orator of a self-interested teachers’ union. Critics of choice argue the Wall
Street Journal is a blindly ideological mouthpiece for privatization and
deregulated markets in education and elsewhere. The battering takes a
toll. Only about 15 percent of the American public have “a great deal” of
confidence in the news media, and more than one of three say they have
“not very much” or “none.” Asked “In general, how much of the time do
you think the media tells the truth,” only 5 percent say “all of the time”
and 40 percent say “some of the time” or “hardly ever.”24

Our analysis of the coverage of school choice research suggests that
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Table 7.3 Experts Appearing Three or More Times

No. of Stance Re Named “Self-initiated”
appearances Name Choice Affiliation (Op-ed or Letter)

14 Paul Peterson proponent Harvard 42.86%
10 Jay Greene proponent Manhattan Institute 

(5), Harvard(4), 
U. Houston (1) 70.00

7 Chester Finn proponent Hoover (1), Hudson 
(3), Fordham 
Institute (3) 75.00

6 Jeanne Allen proponent Center for Education 
Reform 20.00

5 Joe Nathan proponent University of Minnesota 
(Center for School 
Change) 40.00

4 Milton 
Friedman proponent Hoover Institution 100.00

4 William 
Howell proponent Harvard 75.00

3 Alan Krueger critic Princeton 66.67
3 Amy Stuart critic UCLA (2)/Teachers 

Wells College(1) 66.67
3 Bruce Fuller critic University of California 

Berkeley 33.33
3 Caroline 

Hoxby proponent Harvard 33.33
3 Richard Economic Policy 

Rothstein critic Institute 66.67

Source: Author’s compilation.



gradual accumulation of evidence. Researchers tend to think of the sci-
entific process as a collective enterprise. Each researcher may dream of
conducting the definitive study—the one that has such strong data,
such a strong design, such a clear and meaningful theoretical basis, that
it leads even a skeptical audience to conclude “well, now we’ve settled
that”—but most understand that the process of knowledge-production
is cumulative. The best studies do not announce themselves as the best
upon their release. They prove the best because they stand up to
scrutiny, replication, and reanalysis. As demonstrated in chapter 5, the
convergence occurring within the charter school research literature is
not based on any single new study that instantly made the earlier ones
obsolete. Some anticipated that the official multilevel analysis of NAEP
data contracted for by the Department of Education (Braun, Jenkins,
and Grigg 2006a) would play this role, but rather than put an end to de-
bate it simply became one more bit of fodder for the debate. Because no
study of a complex phenomenon can be definitive, this should have
been expected from the start. Most political actors, however, do not
have the time or inclination to sift through multiple studies, assign
them varying degrees of credibility based on their technical strengths,
and draw inferences about where the balance of research appears to lie.
Because one of the important demands of their role is to convince oth-
ers, they are anxious to be armed with so-called killer studies:1 those so
strong and compelling that they appear to settle issues once and for all.

A third dimension on which research-think and political-think di-
verge relates to establishing causality. Building a convincing case
about causality is perhaps the most vexing and perplexing challenge
researchers face. Arguably, this is more true about social research than
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Table 8.1 Researcher-Think Versus Political-Think

Dimension Researchers Political Actors

Time Get it right Need now
Multiple studies Cumulation Which ONE is right?
Causality Fundamentally problem- Straightforward: se-

atic in a multi-causal quence or correlation 
world; demands so- plus a credible story
phisticated research de-
sign and theoretically 
informed inference

Abstraction Required to find general Artificial. Denies com-
patterns plexity of real life

Simplification Via abstraction Via “get the gist”

Source: Author’s compilation.
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