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LOI R-2407-49802 for RSF’s Social, Political, and Economic Inequality Program:  
“Parent’s Choice or School’s Choice? Discrimination Against Students in Admission to 

Private, Charter, and Traditional Public Schools” 

Research shows that education is strongly linked to labor market outcomes and economic 
mobility (Chetty et al., 2014, 2016). However, minoritized groups face significant barriers in 
access to education (e.g., Bergman & McFarlin, 2020; Bourabain et al., 2023), frustrating the 
ability of education to narrow existing socio-economic disparities. Discrimination in the school 
search and enrolment process is one of these barriers, especially given that existing research 
shows how important information and administrative support is in access to education 
(DeArmond et al., 2014; Harris, 2020). Discrimination is also more relevant in education since 
anti-discrimination laws, such as the Civil Rights Act and the Individuals with Disabilities in 
Education Act, only apply to schools that receive federal funding. 

The educational landscape is also undergoing a significant transformation with the 
introduction of universal vouchers in eight states. These vouchers have the potential to 
fundamentally reshape education by providing parents with greater choice in selecting private 
schools for their children. However, this shift raises important questions about access and equity, 
particularly given that private schools are allowed to discriminate on any basis except race. 

One potential reason for the current voucher push is that parents and schools want more 
flexibility to keep certain students out. The rise in vouchers coincides with recent increases in 
hate crimes and bias based on race, ethnicity, sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI), and 
other factors (FBI, 2024). For example, hate crimes in schools based on SOGI reported to the 
FBI spiked at 251 in 2022 compared to a low of 70 in 2015 (FBI, 2024) and anti-Black hate 
crimes roughly doubled over this period (FBI, 2024; USAFacts, 2024). Hate crimes based on 
race, ethnicity, religion, and nationality have similarly increased (FBI, 2024). For hate and bias 
based on religion, there is overwhelming evidence of significant increases since the 2023 Hamas-
Israel War began (e.g., Anti-Defamation League, 2023, 2024; Cotel-Altman & Lamba, 2024). 

 This increased bias and discrimination is on top of existing discrimination and bias that 
affects minoritized groups in nearly all facets of their life in the US (Bertrand & Duflo, 2017; 
Gaddis et al., 2021): such as in access to employment (e.g., Lippens, Vermeiren, & Baert, 2023; 
Neumark, 2018; Quillian, Lee, & Oliver, 2020), housing (e.g., Hanson & Hawley 2023; 
Schwegman, 2019), health care (e.g., Fumarco et al., 2024; Wisniewski & Walker, 2020), and 
public services (e.g., Beasley & Lahey, 2024; Giulietti et al., 20219). 

Students have unfortunately been a focus of the recent increases in bias and discrimination, 
with the majority of recent anti-Black and anti-LGBTQIA+ legislation, executive orders, and 
policies targeting schools specifically. In 2022 there were 143 anti-trans bills considered (18 
passed) by congress and state legislatures, rising sharply to 604 (87 passed) in 2023. 2024 has 
already (as of July 17, 2024) surpassed 2023 with 625 bills considered. The plurality of bills 
focus on education (193 of the 625 in 2024 thus far) but the vast majority in all other categories 
(e.g., bathrooms, sports, healthcare) target youth (Trans Legislation Tracker, 2024).  

Anti-Black and related legislation affecting students has similarly increased rapidly, under 
the guise of stopping so-called “Critical Race Theory” (CRT) and diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI) programming. Since June 2021, 44 states have introduced bills or used executive power to 
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ban or restrict teaching CRT or even how racism and sexism can be discussed. Seventeen states 
currently have these laws or executive orders (Schwartz, 2024; Stanford, 2024).  

These state policies have concrete, negative impacts on students, such as being associated 
with increased bullying and worse mental health (Fields & Wotipka, 2022; Schanzle et al., 2023; 
Tawannah, 2020). They also directly affect school administrators and policies (Fields & 
Wotipka, 2022; Tawannah, 2020). The most notable example is the murder-suicide of Nex 
Benedict, a non-binary student at Owasso High School, after a flurry of anti-trans policies and 
actions from the Oklahoma State Department of Education, including appointing Chaya Raichik, 
who runs the “Libs of TikTok” hate account (and who had previously targeted the school) to the 
Department’s Library Media Advisory Committee (Witkowski, 2024). 

Despite the stark rise in discrimination and bias, particularly affecting students, the 
discrimination against minoritized groups more broadly, and the fact that private schools can 
legally discriminate, there is little research on discrimination in access to education. We 
identified only seven studies in the US on discrimination in education that use the “gold 
standard” methodology of an audit field experiment (Bell & Jilke, 2023; Bergman & McFarlin, 
2020; Gaddis et al., 2024; Janssen et al., 2022; Oberfield & Incantalupo, 2021; Pfaff et al., 2021; 
Rivera and Tilcsik, 2023). Of these seven, none include private schools, which can legally 
discriminate, and none include sexual orientation or gender identity (SOGI). 

Therefore, we will conduct a nation-wide audit correspondence field experiment to quantify 
and compare discrimination in private, charter, and public schools, on the basis of SOGI (lesbian, 
gay, trans), race and ethnicity (White, Black, Hispanic), disability, and religion (Christian, 
Jewish, Muslim). Audit field experiments, a type of randomized control trial, are considered the 
“gold standard” because they allow researchers to observe real discriminatory decisions and 
control for all confounding factors other than minoritized status (Bertrand & Duflo, 2017; 
Gaddis, 2018; Neumark, 2018). In our experiment, we will email school administrators posing as 
a parent asking typical questions about school admission. We will randomly vary the background 
of the child and family, but otherwise emails are identical – allowing us to compare responses by 
group (e.g., Black vs. White) to get an unbiased estimate of discrimination. We can further 
explore the mechanisms behind this discrimination by testing how discrimination varies by 
factors such as state and district education policies, social attitudes, school or district 
characteristics, and the characteristics of school administrators (e.g., race, gender). 

Research Design 

Data and Sample of Schools 

To create our sample of schools, we will merge two datasets:  

1. National Longitudinal School Database (NLSD), which provides detailed characteristics 
for a near census of all schools that were ever open since 1990. Our NLSD sample includes 
91,487 public schools, 7,719 charter schools, and 24,636 private schools. We have extensive 
experience with this data set (e.g., Chen & Harris, 2023; Chen, Harris, & Penn, 2024; Harris 
& Martinez-Pabon, 2023), in addition to Harris having built it (Carroll et al., 2023a, 2023b). 

2. MDR Education’s contact data, which provides validated contact information for schools. 

We will additionally collect data from, e.g., American Community Survey, General Social 
Survey, and on state and district policies to elucidate where and why discrimination occurs.  
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Constructing Inquiry Emails 

We will measure discrimination by examining how school administrators respond (both in 
frequency and quality of response) to on-average identical inquiry emails sent from parents of 
prospective students. These emails will include questions about if they can apply for their child 
to attend and how they would go about doing so. Our emails will differ only in their signals of 
their child’s characteristics. Our main treatment arms are: 

1. Race and ethnicity, using names that signal the child is either White (non-Hispanic)-, 
African American-, or Hispanic. 

2. Sexual orientation or gender identity (SOGI), by mentioning that the child is either 
lesbian, gay, or transgender, or including no mention of SOGI. 

3. Gender, through feminine- or masculine-coded first names. 
4. Religion, by mentioning that the family is Christian, Jewish, Muslim, or no mention. 
5. Disability, by mentioning that the child has an Individualized Education Program (IEP) vs. 

no mention. 

Pairing and Sending Inquiry Emails 

In most cases, these signals (treatment arms) are independently assigned. However, we only 
include either SOGI or religion, since including more than one highly minoritized status 
significantly increases the risk of detection (e.g., Balfe et al., 2023). We will send each school 
administrator two emails as matched pairs, where race and ethnicity, SOGI or religion, and IEP 
vary within the pair. That is, we will not repeat a signal within a pair of emails going to the same 
administrator (e.g., both emails would not be from White families, both would not mention 
IEPs). We will send emails in random order, with the second being one month later. 

Data Analysis Methodology 

Since our audit field experiment is a randomized control trial, we can simply compare school 
administrator response rates and quality by group to get unbiased estimates of discrimination. 
We then build on this difference-in-means analysis by running regressions which include control 
variables (which are not needed given randomization, but increase precision) and, more 
importantly, interactions to capture intersectional discrimination and to test key hypotheses. For 
example, to test if discrimination against, e.g., Black students, is higher in private schools, we 
would include the interaction “Black x Private” in the regression.  

Power Analysis and Pre-Analysis Plan 

We conducted a power analysis using input values from a prior study (Bergman & McFarlin, 
2020). Assuming only 100,000 schools (our NLSD data has 123,842) and assuming standard, but 
more conservative, values for statistical significance, power, and inter-correlation between 
clusters (α = 0.05, β = 0.95, ICC=0.2), we can detect differences in response rates of as low as 
0.88 to 1.19 percentage points for treatment arms that are included in the entire sample (race and 
ethnicity, disability). For SOGI and religion, which do not occur together, this is 1.25 assuming 
half the sample is used. We are also interested in interaction effects, such as if racial 
discrimination differs by school type or gender. Using similar input values, and assuming two 
samples of equal size (e.g., girls vs. boys), we can detect a difference in discrimination of at least 
2 to 3 percentage points between samples. We will file a pre-analysis plan in the AEA Registry, 
following best practices in pre-analysis plan construction (Duflo et al., 2020).  
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Qualifications and Responsibilities of Key Investigators 

Patrick Button (Co-PI; they/he) is an Associate Professor of Economics at Tulane University and 
a Faculty Research Fellow at the NBER. They are a leading expert on discrimination and audit 
field experiments, with 12 peer-reviewed publications on these topics. Button will manage the 
experimental design and the writing and filing of the pre-analysis plan. 

Douglas Harris (Co-PI) is chair of the Department of Economics and the Schlieder Foundation 
Chair in Public Education at Tulane University. He is a non-resident Senior Fellow at the 
Brookings Institution and the founding Director of both the Education Research Alliance for 
New Orleans and the National Center for Research on Education Access and Choice (REACH). 
Harris will help refine the experimental design and manage the writing of the paper. 

Hussain Hadah (Co-Investigator) is a post-doctoral fellow in economics at Tulane University. 
Hussain is a labor economist with research on discrimination, racial and ethnic identities, and 
audit field experiments. Hadah will manage data collection and analysis.  

Barbara Lundebjerg (Co-Investigator) is a Ph.D. candidate in economics at Tulane University 
with expertise in experimental design and audit field experiments management. Lundebjerg will 
assist with the experimental design, data analysis, and data collection. 

Budget 

Patrick Button: $23,479, calculated as one month summer salary for year 1 and half a month for 
year 2. This is inclusive of 6.0% fringe and a 3% salary increase in year 2.  

Barbara Lundebjerg: $19,081, calculated as 5 hours per week in the 24-25 and 25-26 academic 
years (18 months) and 15 hours per week in Summer 2025 at a rate of $32.34 (incl. of fringe). 

(We are not requesting salary for Harris or Hadah as both have existing support.) 

Research Assistants (RAs): $46,350, calculated as 500 hours each for graduate ($26.95) and 
undergraduate ($19.40) RAs (incl. of fringe). This is about 10 hours per week for each RA type. 

Data: $16,000 for purchase of MDR Education dataset. 

Total Direct (Indirect) Costs: $104,910 ($15,737)           Grand Total: $120,647 

Project Timeline 
Date Milestone 
May 2025 Grant period begins. Purchase MDR Education data. 
July 2025 Finalize design and file pre-analysis plan. 
Dec. 2025 – May 2026 Send emails to schools. 
Jan. 2026 – July 2026 Process and code response data. 
July 2026 – Aug. 2026 Conduct analysis of main results. Start writing working paper. 
Sept. 2026 – Oct. 2026 Merge in secondary data for analysis (e.g., NLSD, Census). 
Oct. 2026 – Nov. 2026 Present early results at fall conferences (e.g., APPAM). 
Nov. 2026 – Jan. 2027 Conduct secondary analysis, robustness checks. 
Feb. 2027 Finalize and distribute working paper (via NBER, others). 
Apr. 2027 Submit paper for peer-review. 
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