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 Executive Summary

 Data on private school finance are not available to inform education policy discussions regarding

private schools, their contribution to education in the United States, and their use of resources.  In

short, data simply are not available to answer the following types of questions:

• How much does the United States spend in total on education (public and private)?
 

• How do per-pupil expenditures in private schools vary by type of school, grade level,
region of the country, and school size?  How do per-pupil expenditures in private schools
compare with per-pupil expenditures in public schools?

 

• How much of private school spending is for instruction? How much is for
administration?  Are resources allocated differently in private and public schools?

 

• If many types of private schools are cheaper than public schools, why is that so?  How
much of the cost of private schooling is borne by parents? By religious institutions?

 

• How do per-pupil expenditures in My School compare with per-pupil expenditures in
schools of a similar type, grade-level, size, or region?

Because of interest in collecting data to answer these questions, NCES contracted with the

Pelavin Research Center of the American Institutes for Research to work closely with members of

the private school community to collect private school finance data.  In its initial efforts, Pelavin

Research Center explored, and ultimately rejected, the possibility of extrapolating national

expenditures on private elementary and secondary education from data collected by three major

associations of private schools.1  A second line of inquiry explored the feasibility of collecting data

through a new instrument developed with the assistance of private school administrators and

association representatives.  This report represents the culmination of this second set of tasks.

                                                  
1See Garet, M., Chan, T., Isaacs, J., and Sherman, J., The Determinants of Per-Pupil Expenditures in

Private Elementary and Secondary Schools:  An Exploratory Analysis, NCES Working Paper 97-07, March 1997;
and Garet M., Chan, T., and Sherman, J. Estimates of Expenditures for Private K-12 Schools, NCES Working Paper
95-17, May 1995.



viii

In the fall of 1995, Isaacs, Garet, and Sherman (1996) conducted focus group and site-visit

interviews with 28 private school administrators regarding their school budgeting and accounting

practices.2  On the basis of these consultations and a literature review, three preliminary survey

instruments to collect finance data were developed.  Private school association representatives

assembled at the Private Schools Meeting convened by NCES in March 1996 expressed a preference

for the third, and most detailed, survey instrument.

In a meeting held in September of 1996, NCES officials also endorsed the third survey

instrument, concurring with the private school association representatives that the goal of the private

school finance survey should be to collect sufficiently detailed finance data to answer questions

about how private schools allocate resources (that is, how much is spent on education vs.

administration, how much on salaries vs. equipment, and so forth).  After discussing a number of

issues related to survey administration, a tentative decision was reached in September of 1996 to

proceed with a finance questionnaire that would be linked to the Schools and Staffing Survey

(SASS).

The next step in developing the final questionnaire was to draw together a Technical Work

Group on a Private School Finance Survey, consisting of representatives of private school

associations and research analysts from NCES.  After members of the Technical Work Group

thoroughly reviewed the questionnaire in December of 1996, it was mailed to eight schools selected

with the assistance of the private school association representatives.  A second pilot test was

administered to an additional nine schools in March 1997.

A total of 14 of the 17 schools in the two pilot tests completed the survey, for an overall

response rate of 82 percent.  Five administrators completed the survey in one hour or less; seven

                                                  
2See Isaacs, J., Garet, M., and Sherman, J., Strategies for collecting finance data from private schools.

NCES Working Paper No. 96-16, June 1996.
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completed it in 1½ to 2½ hours; and two spent three hours or more.  During debriefing telephone

interviews, administrators reported that the categories in the survey were presented clearly, and that

the instructions were easy to follow, in general.  Specific issues raised by the administrators resulted

in modifications to the questionnaire, which is presented in its final form in Appendix A to this

report.

The final questionnaire has the same overall framework as the questionnaires used for the

two pilot tests.  First, introductory items guide respondents toward a common definition of “school

income” and “school expenditures,” by clarifying the fiscal year covered by the questionnaire and

the treatment of preschool programs, programs operating outside the regular school day and financial

aid.  Our general approach is to gently guide respondents toward a common treatment of items, while

allowing them to indicate areas wherein they cannot easily provide data in the format requested in

the questionnaire.

A relatively straightforward item collecting information on income, by source, follows in

item 5.  Next is the core of the survey, the collection of expenditure data in items 6 through 10.

One of the challenges was to collect expenditure data in sufficient detail to meet the

analytical needs of researchers while not overburdening the respondent.  The matrix in Exhibit II,

presented below as well as on page 26 of the full report, shows the level of detail collected under the

final version of the survey.  Although the questionnaire does not directly display this matrix, data are

collected in each of the un-shaded cells, in a way that permits analysis of expenditures by function

(row) or object (column).

Finally, the survey concludes with item 11, which collects information about non-cash

contributions.  Respondents are asked to indicate, through simple check-off boxes, an estimate of the
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EXHIBIT II

Collection of Expenditure Data by Functions and Objects

Item 6.
Salaries

Item 7.
Benefits

Item 8.
Supplies and
Contracted

Services
Item 9.

Equipment
Item 10.
Facilities

a. Instruction (a)
b.  Instructional support

and student services
c. Administration
d. Plant/maintenance
e. Food service
f. Transportation
g. Other
h. Total

(a) Instruction-related computers.

quantity of services and materials provided by public agencies (e.g., transportation of students,

remedial/enrichment instruction), religious institutions (e.g., space, bookkeeping assistance, shared

custodian), and parents and others (e.g., donated supplies or equipment, volunteer labor, other).

The report concludes a discussion of possible modifications to streamline or expand

individual items in the questionnaire.  Our final recommendation is that any modification to expand

the questionnaire be balanced by a modification to streamline it.  Throughout the process of

questionnaire development, we have been challenged to balance the twin goals of (1) collecting data

that is sufficiently detailed to be consistent, accurate, and useful for analytical purposes, and (2)

placing minimal burdens upon the overworked private school administrators who must be asked to

take time out of a hectic day to respond to the questionnaire.  We believe that the current survey

instrument, which appears to take about 1½ hours for most respondents to complete, is about as
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streamlined as is possible, if it is to collect data across a number of functional categories of

expenditures, as desired by both NCES officials and private school association representatives.
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 Introduction

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) is responsible for collecting, analyzing,

and disseminating data on a wide range of educational issues.  One important example of data

collection is the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS), which collects a rich assortment of data on the

characteristics of both public and private elementary and secondary schools.  This data set, however,

contains little information regarding school finances.  The Federal government collects information

on expenditures by public school districts — through the National Public Education Finance Survey

and the Annual Survey of Local Government Finances – Form 33, but there is no comparable

national collection of expenditure data from private schools.

 Current and accurate data are not available to inform education policy discussions regarding private

schools, their contribution to education in the United States, and their use of resources — as

compared with the use of resources in public schools.  In short, data simply are not available to

answer the following types of questions:

• How much does the United States spend in total on education (public and private)?  How
does total education spending this country compare with total education spending in
other countries?

 

• How do per-pupil expenditures in private schools vary by type of school, grade level,
region of the country, and school size?  What proportion of per-pupil expenditures would
be covered by a $3,000 voucher? How do per-pupil expenditures in private schools
compare with per-pupil expenditures in public schools?

 

• How much of private school spending is for instruction? How much is for
administration?  Are resources allocated differently in private and public schools?  Are
private schools more efficient than public schools?

 

• If many types of private schools are cheaper than public schools, why is that so?  How
much of the cost of private schooling is borne by parents? By religious institutions? By
fund-raising?

 

• How do per-pupil expenditures in My School compare with per-pupil expenditures in
schools of a similar type, grade-level, size, or region?  Does My School allocate a larger
or smaller proportion of its budget to instruction than do similar schools?
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Because of interest in collecting data to answer these questions, NCES contracted with the Pelavin

Research Center and the John C. Flanagan Research Center of the American Institutes for Research

for a series of tasks examining alternative strategies for collecting finance and resource data from

private schools:

• In the first set of tasks, Pelavin Research Center explored, and ultimately rejected, the
possibility of extrapolating national expenditures on private elementary and secondary
education from data collected by three major associations of private schools;1

 

• In a second set of tasks, the Pelavin Research Center worked closely with members of the
private school community to develop and pilot test a questionnaire that would collect
data on expenditures directly from a national sample of private schools;

 

• Third, the John Flanagan Research Center undertook a study of the possibility of
collecting data for a resource model of school expenditures; and

 

• Finally, the Pelavin Research Center is using its work on developing a private school
questionnaire as the basis for developing a corresponding questionnaire for collecting
school-level expenditure data from public schools.2

This report represents the culmination of the second of these tasks.

Appended to the report is a proposed Private School Finance Survey questionnaire that has

already been field-tested in 17 schools, and is ready for a full-scale pilot test and possible inclusion

as a follow-up questionnaire to the next Schools and Staffing Survey.

The first section of this report provides background information on the development of the

questionnaire, as well as a discussion of issues related to survey administration.  In the second

section, the report sets forth the major findings of the two pilot tests conducted this spring.  The third

section contains a detailed discussion of the items in the final version of the questionnaire.

                                                          
1See Garet, M., Chan, T., Isaacs, J., and Sherman, J., The Determinants of Per-Pupil Expenditures in

Private Elementary and Secondary Schools:  An Exploratory Analysis, NCES Working Paper 97-07, March 1997;
and Garet M., Chan, T., and Sherman, J. Estimates of Expenditures for Private K-12 Schools, NCES Working Paper
95-17, May 1995.

2See Best, C., Cullen, A., Garet, M., Isaacs, J., and Sherman, J., Collection of Public School Finance Data:
Development of a Questionnaire, Washington, DC:  Pelavin Research Center, May 1997.
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Background

In 1993, Sherman and O’Leary noted that the lack of data on expenditures by private

elementary and secondary schools compromised the ability of the United States to submit complete

and accurate finance data to the international Indicators of Education Systems (INES) project of the

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).  In a paper describing gaps in

finance data, they concluded that:

The absence of comprehensive data on private elementary and secondary school finances
represents a critical gap in information both for domestic policy and for international
comparisons. There are, however, data collections both in the United States and abroad that
provide models for a private school finance collection.  (Sherman and O’Leary, 1993).

Since that time, staff from the Pelavin Research Center have worked closely with various

members of the private school community, including association representatives, individual

administrators, and academic researchers, to develop methods for collecting private school finance

data.  As described below, initial efforts focused upon the expenditure data collected by the

associations themselves.  A second line of inquiry explored the feasibility of collecting data through

a new instrument developed with the assistance of private school administrators and association

representatives.  The concluding task was to refine the proposed instrument, through continued

consultation with private school representatives and through field testing in a variety of private

school settings.  These efforts are described below.

Estimates of Expenditures Based on Data Collected by Private School Associations

In 1994, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) asked the Pelavin Research

Center to investigate the extent to which private school associations routinely collect finance data;

and whether or not the associations’ surveys provided an adequate basis on which to generate valid

national estimates of private schools’ expenditures.
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Three associations were identified as regularly collecting expenditure data from member

schools — the National Catholic Education Association (NCEA), the Lutheran Church-Missouri

Synod (LCMS), and the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS).  Garet, Chan, and

Sherman (1995) attempted to develop national estimates of private school expenditures by estimating

expenditures for various sectors of the private school universe.  This task was hampered, however,

by a lack of finance data for religious schools other than Catholic and Lutheran schools, and for

nonsectarian schools not affiliated with NAIS.  After deriving alternate estimates of total operating

expenditures ranging from $16.4 to $17.7 billion, Garet et. al. concluded that:

NCES cannot obtain precise national estimates of private school expenditures by relying
solely on data provided by private school associations;  most associations do not collect data
on school finance  (Garet et al., 1995).

In a second study based on the associations’ data, Garet, Chan, Isaacs, and Sherman (1997)

attempted to refine the national estimates further by linking expenditure data collected by the private

school associations with information on school characteristics collected as part of the NCES Schools

and Staffing Survey (SASS).  They found that several school characteristics are clearly associated

with per-pupil expenditures, including teacher salaries, the teacher/student ratio, and the ratio of

support staff and maintenance staff to teachers.  However, the models were not able to fully explain

the large differences in per-pupil expenditures among the three sectors of private education under

study:  Lutheran day schools, NAIS day schools, and NAIS boarding schools.  It therefore was

concluded that:

…to obtain improved estimates of the total amount spent by private schools in the United
States, it will be necessary to collect data on expenditures directly from a national sample of
private schools — either through the SASS or through a new special-purpose study.  While
much can be learned about the determinants of expenditures through models of the kind
estimated [in this report], such modeling efforts cannot, we believe, substitute for the
collection of new data (Garet et al., 1997).
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Strategies for Collecting Finance Data from Private Schools

Concurrently with efforts to link the private school associations’ expenditure data with the

national data on school characteristics, Pelavin Research Center began consulting with members of

the private school community, to determine the feasibility of directly collecting finance data from

private schools through a nation-wide survey.  Private school association representatives attending a

Private Schools Meeting sponsored by NCES in November of 1994, expressed interest and support

for such an undertaking.  After an initial review of the scant literature on private school finance, and

after telephone interviews with private school researchers, Isaacs, Garet, and Sherman (1996)

conducted 3 focus groups and 16 site visits in the fall of 1995 — consulting with a total of 28 private

school administrators about their school budgeting and accounting practices, as well as about their

views concerning a possible national data collection effort.  Three major conclusions regarding the

design of a national strategy for collecting financial data emerged from the literature review, focus

groups, and site visits:3

• Any questionnaire must be sensitive to a great deal of variation among private schools.
Some private schools are essentially autonomous organizations that operate as free-
standing, not-for-profit or proprietary institutions, while others are deeply
interdependent, sharing revenues, expenditures, and services with closely linked “parent”
organizations (e.g., local churches).  Schools also differ in terms of size, administrative
capacity, sources of revenue, and components of expenditures.

 

• Any data collection effort must be based upon the premise that schools vary in
accounting practices.  Some schools, especially larger schools and those affiliated with
NAIS, tend to share accounting categories and sophisticated accounting systems.  Others,
especially smaller schools and schools affiliated with churches, have idiosyncratic
systems that vary from school to school.  In addition, the school principals, business
officers, and bookkeepers at private schools vary in their technical expertise.  The
diversity in accounting practices and expertise makes the choice of a common reporting
framework quite challenging.

 

• Most of the private school administrators expressed an initial skepticism about the value
of a national collection of finance data.  However, once engaged in conversation,
administrators noted several potential benefits of a private school finance survey, ranging

                                                          
3See Isaacs, J., Garet, M., and Sherman, J., Strategies for collecting finance data from private schools.

NCES Working Paper No. 96-16, June 1996, for a full report of these activities.
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from the direct benefit of receiving finance information that could help an administrator
compare his or her school to “similar” schools, to the indirect benefit of educating the
public about private schools.  The initial resistance and ultimate interest suggest that
future work in developing a financial data collection strategy must involve close
consultation with representatives of the private school community.

Three preliminary survey instruments were appended to the final report submitted to NCES

in June of 1996.  All three questionnaires used terminology familiar to private school administrators;

were sufficiently flexible to incorporate schools with diverse accounting practices; and collected

expenditure data that could be put on a sufficiently common footing, to permit the reasonable

comparisons of data collected for various types of private schools, as well as comparisons between

public and private schools.

Two of the alternate versions of the preliminary questionnaires were designed primarily to

obtain valid data on total operating expenditures for private schools.  The third version was designed

to collect much more detailed data across a simplified version of the “function by object matrix”

used in the National Public Expenditure Finance Survey.  That is, private school administrators were

requested to report expenditures across four major sets of functions:  (1) instruction-related

activities; (2) administration; (3) the physical plant; and (4) other services, and across the three major

object categories of salaries, benefits, and supplies and purchased services.  The private school

association representatives assembled at the Private Schools Meeting convened by NCES in March

of 1996 endorsed this third preliminary questionnaire as the preferred alternative, because of the

value of the detailed data that could be collected under this approach.

The remainder of this report concerns the development of this third preliminary

questionnaire into the Private School Finance Survey questionnaire presented in Appendix A.  The

first step was to clarify, in a meeting with NCES officials in September of 1996, the scope of the

project — and, more specifically, issues related to survey administration.  Second, a meeting of a

Private School Finance Survey Technical Work Group was convened in November of 1996, bringing
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together NCES officials and private school association representatives to critique the proposed

questionnaire and to discuss the overall benefits and costs of collecting finance data.  Third, two

separate pilot tests of successive versions of the survey were conducted in January and March of

1997.  The first two steps are discussed below; the third step is discussed in section II.

Issues of Survey Administration

Before we could proceed with refining the survey instrument, certain decisions had to be

made regarding the overall data-collection strategy.  For example, was the goal to be limited to

collecting estimates of total expenditures, in order to answer the first two sets of questions laid out

on the first page of this report, or was the goal to collect more detailed information about spending

across different functions and objects to address a much broader range of research questions?

Should it be a universe survey or sample survey?  Was it to be a mailed questionnaire or an in-person

field-collection instrument?  Was the survey to be free-standing, or linked with the existing Schools

and Staffing Survey?  Staff from Pelavin Research Center and NCES met at the outset of this final

task in the project to discuss these issues and to resolve a number of other issues related to survey

administration.

Goals and Scope of the Survey

The first key decision made in September of 1996 was to attempt to collect sufficiently

detailed finance data to answer questions about how private schools allocate resources (that is, how

much is spent on instruction vs. administration, how much on salaries vs. equipment, and so forth).

In other words, NCES officials concurred with advice of private school association representatives to

base the final instrument on the third preliminary version of the questionnaire, rather than upon

either of the two simpler alternates.  The many analytical advantages of collecting data across

different categories of expenditures were judged to outweigh the disadvantages of increasing the

burden of respondents, who would be required to consult their financial records and write down
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actual expenditure amounts across a number of items.  The goal guiding the development of the

questionnaire was, therefore, to design a document that was simple enough to encourage

administrators to complete it, yet complex enough to collect data of sufficient accuracy and level of

detail to address a multitude of questions related to the cost, efficiency, resource allocation decisions,

and sources of support for private schools.

Sample Size

A second set of issues relates to sample size.  On the one hand, a small sample size is

preferred, in order to reduce costs and burden both to the Federal government administering the

survey and to the individual administrators who must take time from their many responsibilities to

respond.  On the other hand, a large sample size, or even a collection from the whole private school

universe, is needed, if the data are to be analyzed and reported for fine-grained subsets of private

schools.

More specifically, NCES could administer a private school finance survey to a Fast Response

Survey System (FRSS)-type sample of 800-1000 schools to get reliable national estimates.  The

larger Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) (sample of 3,360 schools in 1993-1994) would yield

estimates across 19 affiliation groups, as well as national estimates.  Finally, the Private School

Universe Survey (PSS) could provide a sampling frame for a universe study or for drawing a larger

sample than the SASS sample.

The repeatedly stated opinion of private school administrators is that, because of the

diversity of private schools, the data must be reported by type of school, if the data are to be

meaningful.  For example, association data suggest that per-pupil expenditures range from $2,200,

in Lutheran day schools, to $8,300, in NAIS day schools, and $19,200, in NAIS boarding schools.4

Private school administrators told us that overall averages across such different types of schools

                                                          
4Garet et al. (1997), p. 11.
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would not be very meaningful to administrators in any of the types.  Their preference is that the

estimates be made for many different sectors of the private school universe, not just national

estimates.  They are not fully satisfied with the level of detail provided in the estimates from

SASS, despite the fact that some estimates are provided across 19 affiliation groups.  Estimates

that involve cross-tabulations of school type by grade level, or school-type by size are usually done

according to a nine-category typology of schools, and the nine categories in the NCES typology are

too broad to permit most schools to compare themselves with what they define as “like” schools.5

Ideally, they would prefer that the data be reported by association, and in even more fine-grained

categories, such as “elementary Lutheran schools,” or “NAIS boarding schools.”

The difficult choice of an appropriate sample size has not been fully resolved at this time.

Although SASS does not have a large enough sample of private schools to permit reporting of school

expenditures in the detailed categories sought by some private school associations, it does permit

analyses by at least nine sectors of the private school universe, as well as some analyses by

association.  This makes the SASS sample of higher value than a FRSS-type sample, which might be

limited to providing estimates across all private schools.  At any rate, the expense of mounting a

survey across a sample size larger than SASS may be prohibitive.  One possibility is for NCES to

administer the survey to a nationally representative sample of schools, through SASS or another

mechanism, while making arrangements for supplemental administration of the survey by

associations that wish to sample all of their members.  This would provide participating associations

with the more detailed analyses they desire.  Both NCES officials and some association

representatives have indicated enough preliminary interest in such a strategy that it merits further

consideration.

                                                          
5The nine categories in the NCES typology are Catholic parochial, Catholic diocesan, Catholic private,

conservative Christian, other religious (affiliated), other religious (unaffiliated), regular non-sectarian, special
emphasis non-sectarian, and special education non-sectarian.
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Mailed-Questionnaire

Because of the interest in securing national estimates and estimates for particular sectors

within the private school universe, if possible, most of our efforts focused upon designing a

questionnaire that could be administered across a fairly large sample of schools, which, because of

cost constraints, resulted in a mailed questionnaire.  Some administrators in the focus groups and site

visits, however, noted how much easier it is to respond to a face-to-face interview than to fill out a

paper survey.  A few administrators suggested that in-depth case studies or field studies of a few

private schools would provide data of more use to administrators than national summary statistics on

private schools.  Another alternative that could be explored is the use of computer technology —

such as providing respondents with questionnaires written on diskettes, to facilitate the reporting of

accurate data elements that sum to reasonable totals and are checked, as entered, for obvious

mistakes.

Linkages to Schools and Staffing Survey

As suggested by the discussion of sample size, one of the possible vehicles for survey

administration is the Schools and Staffing Survey.  The advantages and disadvantages of linking the

survey directly to the SASS were explored at the outset of this final task.  From the viewpoint of the

education researcher, a finance data set has much higher value, if it is linked to school characteristics

— and, ideally, to educational outcomes.  At a minimum, any analysis of the finance data requires

good information about enrollment (number of children served).  In addition, it is useful to have data

about staffing (numbers of staff, and information about salaries), types of benefits provided to staff,

the curriculum, and the types of programs and services offered (e.g., whether or not the school

provides special education services), and school organization.  These types of data allow analysts to

view the quantitative data on school finance within the broader context of school type, size, staffing,

curriculum, organization, and so forth.
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There are, however, potential disadvantages to adding the finance survey to the Schools and

Staffing Survey.  Of primary concern is whether adding questions on finance to the SASS will lower

the overall response rate.  This could become an issue simply because of the sensitive nature of

finance questions and the length of a finance survey that collects data by function and object.  Two

factors, however, may alleviate this concern.  First, the finance survey could be administered

separately from the SASS, as much as one year later.  That is, if the SASS is administered in the fall

of 1999, with questions about school characteristics in 1999-2000, the finance survey should

probably be administered in the fall of 2000, when financial records of actual expenditures for 1999-

2000 are available.  In this way, the finance data would cover the same school year as the data on

school staffing and characteristics.  Furthermore, the negative effects of a potentially low response

rate to the finance questions would not contaminate the overall SASS administered a year earlier.

Second, the private school association representatives have been quite supportive of a finance data

collection.  If such support is enlisted for the finance survey, school administrators will be much

more likely to complete the questionnaire.

After carefully weighing the pros and cons, a tentative decision was reached in September of

1996 to proceed with a finance questionnaire that would be linked to the SASS.  The major

implication of this decision was that the finance survey appended to this report contains no questions

about school enrollment, staffing, or other school characteristics.  Additional questions would need

to be added to the finance survey, if it were to be revised to serve as a free-standing questionnaire.

Linkage to the PSS would allow access to enrollment data, although the time needed to draw a new

sampling frame might cause a lag of two or three years between the PSS enrollment data and the

finance data.  The PSS, of course, would not provide the same level of schools and staffing data as in

SASS.
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Time of Year for Survey Administration

Almost all administrators interviewed in the focus groups and site visits thought that late

October or early November would be the best time to fill out a finance survey.  The hectic activity

around school opening is over by late October, and the financial reviews of the preceding fiscal year

are generally completed by that time.  The majority (four-fifths) of the 28 schools in the focus groups

and site visits operated on a July to June fiscal year.  Most of the remaining schools had a fiscal year

that began on August 1st; one school’s fiscal year began on September 1st, and one began January

1st, following the calendar fiscal year of the sponsoring church.  The NAIS finance survey is due

around November 1st, and business managers of NAIS schools thought it preferable to do both

surveys at the same time.

Interests and Concerns of the Technical Work Group Regarding Finance Data

The collection of data on private school income and expenditures is of interest to various

groups, including private school administrators and teachers, the parents of students enrolled in

private schools, education policy makers and researchers.  The second major step in developing the

final questionnaire was to draw together a Technical Work Group of representatives of private

school associations and research analysts from NCES to represent some of these constituencies.  At

its December 5, 1996 meeting, the Technical Work Group expressed interest in seeing the

development of a Private School Finance Survey in order to:

• Gather information about aggregate spending on private school education, thereby
drawing a more accurate picture of total spending (public and private) on elementary and
secondary education spending in the United States;

 

• Learn, and make the public aware of, the true cost per child of a private school education.
Knowledge of accurate per-pupil expenditures is important for determining the financial
needs of private schools, for helping private school administrators and parents compare
spending in their school with spending in similar schools, for making a comparison of
per-pupil expenditures in public and private schools, and for informing discussions of
vouchers for private school education;
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• Identify how resources are allocated in private schools — that is, how much of the
budget is allocated to instruction, administration, and so on.  Such information could be
used by private school administrators to compare themselves to similar schools, and to
help find more efficient ways to administer their own schools.  It also could be used to
compare the resource allocation decisions made in public schools to those made in
private schools, and to compare the efficiency of public and private schools;

 

• Improve our understanding of the role of resources in education.  To the extent that
expenditure data can be linked with other aspects of private school organization (e.g.,
information regarding services provided, curriculum, and student achievement), these
data can permit both school staff and policy makers to assess the implications of
alternative resource allocation strategies; and

 

• Improve upon the surveys currently administered by private school associations.

Members of the Technical Work Group also identified three major concerns regarding a private

school finance survey.

Of primary concern is the administrative burden on respondents — particularly

administrators in small schools who may carry a teaching load in addition to their administrative

responsibilities.  If the administrative burden is too high, large numbers of respondents may not

complete the survey, resulting in a low response rate.  A related concern from the perspective of

NCES is that, as discussed above, the finance survey will add to the overall respondent burden of

SASS — and by doing so may reduce overall response rates to the SASS.  Representatives of private

school associations advised that the success of the survey will depend upon how it is presented to

administrators, and what is done to persuade them that it is worthy of their time.  These same

representatives warned that response rates are likely to be particularly low among schools that do not

belong to any association.

A second major concern is that a government-sponsored finance survey may be viewed as

“government intrusion,” inconsistent with the “independent nature” of many private schools.  Private

school administrators have strong concerns about the confidentiality of the data and the uses to

which they will be put.  Again, the extent to which the survey is endorsed and supported by the
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private school associations may be critical in determining how it is viewed by individual

administrators.

Finally, it is difficult to gather data that are truly comparable across schools.  Differences in

terminology can be as basic as defining “school,” “income,” and “expenditures.”  For example, are

income and expenditures from preschool programs considered “school” income and expenditures?

Furthermore, the inter-related financial relationship of many private schools with sponsoring

religious organizations increases the difficulty of gathering data in way that is meaningful.  Private

school representatives were concerned that if the data were not collected and interpreted carefully,

misleading comparisons could be made between different types of private schools, and between

public and private schools.

In conclusion, the Technical Work Group on a Private School Finance Survey was eager to

see the development of a private school finance survey, believing that the potential benefits

outweighed the costs.  At the December 5th meeting of the Technical Work Group, it was decided

that the goal of the survey is to collect information that is relevant to the private school community,

researchers, and policy makers, and is accurate and comparable between diverse types of private

schools, and between private and public schools.  A further goal is to design a questionnaire that

minimizes the burden of school administrators by being short, clear, oriented toward the terminology

of private school administrators, and attuned toward the diversity of private schools in the United

States.

Efforts to meet these goals involved drafting four versions of a Private School Finance

Survey:  the November 1996 version, which was presented for review to the Technical Work Group;

the January 1997 version, which was sent to eight schools in the first pilot test; the March 1997

version sent to nine schools in the second pilot test; and the May 1997 version, submitted with this

report in Appendix A.  All four versions share an overall framework.  Schools are asked to report
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actual income and expenditures for their most recently completed fiscal year.  Introductory items

guide respondents toward a common definition of “school income” and “school expenditures” by

clarifying the treatment of preschool programs, programs operating outside the regular school (i.e.,

extended-day programs and summer camps), and financial aid.  A relatively straightforward item

collecting information on income, by source, follows.  The next several items collect information on

various categories of expenditures, discussed in more detail in Section III.  Finally, the survey

concludes with an item on non-cash contributions, such as donated computers, publicly provided

transportation, and free space.  The ability of various types of school administrators to complete such

a questionnaire is discussed in Section II; and details about individual items are discussed in Section

III.

Major Findings Of Pilot Tests

At the December 1996 meeting of the Technical Work Group on Private School Finance

Survey, representatives of private school associations and researchers from NCES thoroughly

reviewed, item by item, a November 1996 version of the questionnaire.  Although the Technical

Work Group had a number of specific suggestions, their overall reaction to the survey was positive.

Hence, the questionnaire seemed feasible and was ready to be tested in the field.  Moreover, the

private school association representatives were happy to assist in the effort, and responded willingly

to requests for names and addresses of administrators to participate in the first pilot test.

After making modifications to the questionnaire based on the comments of members of the

Technical Work Group, we mailed the January 1997 version of the Private School Finance Survey

questionnaire to eight schools.  Debriefing interviews were conducted by telephone with the

administrators of those schools in February and March, and revisions were made on the basis of their

comments.  We then mailed the March 1997 version to an additional nine schools, for a second pilot

test.  The results of these two pilot tests are summarized below.
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Schools Represented

Schools in the pilot tests were drawn from associations of Jewish, Montessori, conservative

Christian, Lutheran, independent, Catholic, and girls’ schools.6  Episcopal and alternative

community schools also were represented, because of the dual affiliation of some participating

schools.  (The pilot tests did not include any proprietary schools, nor any schools that were not

affiliated with any associations.)

The sample of 17 schools across the two pilot tests included 12 elementary schools, 2

combined schools, and 3 secondary schools.  Five schools had fewer than 100 students, 4 schools

had between 150 and 300 students, 5 schools had between 350 and 450 students, and 3 schools had

close to 600 students.  Three schools offered boarding programs; the remaining 14 were day schools.

The schools were located in nine different states or jurisdictions:  California, the District of

Columbia, Michigan, Minnesota, New Mexico, New York, Ohio, North Carolina, Virginia, and

Vermont.  Per-pupil expenditures ranged from less than $2,500 in three schools to over $25,000 per

student in three schools.

Response Rate

For the first pilot, six of the eight selected administrators completed the survey, representing

a response rate of 75 percent.  For the second pilot, eight out of nine schools completed the survey,

representing a response rate of 90 percent.  Overall, the response rate was 82 percent.  In interpreting

these relatively high response rates, it is important to note that several school administrators were

contacted directly by the head of their association, and four schools volunteered in response to an E-

mail notice sent by their association president.  One of the three non-responding schools experienced

                                                          
6The seven associations involved in the pilot test were:  Agudath Israel of America, American Montessori

Society, Christian Schools International, Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, National Association of Independent
Schools, National Catholic Educational Association, and National Coalition of Girls’ Schools.
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turnover of both the head of school and the business officer during the period of the pilot study; and

the two other non-respondents failed to return our phone calls.

We were successful in conducting follow-up phone interviews with 13 of the 14 respondents.

Four of the 13 interviewed said they probably would have responded to the survey, even if it were

not part of a special pilot test — either because they generally respond to surveys, or, in one case,

because a quick read-through of the survey suggested that it could be completed with minimal effort

(30 minutes for the respondent).

Eight of the 13 respondents said that the likelihood of their filling out such a survey would

depend upon the cover letter accompanying the survey.  Administrators said they would be more

likely to respond to a survey if:  it was endorsed by their association; they were personally contacted

by a member of their association; they knew they had been selected as part of a sample; they

understood the purpose of the data collection; they were assured of the confidential nature of the

data; and they had hopes the data could be used to assist private schools.  For four of these

respondents, the endorsement of their association would determine whether or not they, themselves,

would respond.  One administrator, however, seemed unimpressed that the pilot was endorsed by

two associations that represented his type of school, and appeared to view the surveys in general as a

drain upon his time.  The only reason that he responded to the survey was that he feared that a non-

response would make him or his school “look bad.”

The 13th respondent admitted he would have been unlikely to complete such a survey unless

coerced, or somehow convinced of its high importance.  As noted above, an additional three

potential respondents did not complete the survey, and one respondent was not interviewed.

Administrative Burden

As shown in the table below, five respondents completed the survey in one hour or less.  The

lowest reported response time was 20 minutes.  This respondent, however, made numerous careless
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mistakes.  Three other respondents completed the survey accurately in 30 to 40 minutes.  A fourth

respondent found it took only 60 minutes to complete the survey.  He explained, however, that it

would have taken longer if he had not relied upon information already compiled for the NAIS

survey.  The five schools with surveys completed in one hour or less included two small Montessori

schools, two independent (NAIS) boarding schools and one Catholic school.  In each of these

schools, one person was responsible for completing the entire survey (although a supervisor was

sometimes involved to the extent of forwarding the survey to the person who completed the survey).

EXHIBIT I

Reported Time to Complete Survey

Response
Time

First
Pilot

Second
Pilot Total Notes

1 hour or less 2 3 5

1½ -2½ hours 3 4 7 In three cases, a second respondent
spent an additional 1—1½ hours.

3 or more hours 1 1 2 In one case, a second respondent
spent additional unspecified time.

Total 6 8 14

The most frequently reported response time was 90 minutes, or 1½ hours — a response time

reported by 4 respondents.  This also was the median response time.  The three other respondents in

the mid-level time response category reported 1½-2 hours, 2 hours, or 2-2½ hours.  It is important to

note that three of the seven respondents completing the survey in 1½-2½ hours were assisted by a

secondary respondent.  In two of those cases, the primary respondent was a bookkeeper, and the

secondary respondent was the school principal (who spent an hour meeting with the bookkeeper to

review the survey).  In one of these cases, the principal said his involvement was higher than for a
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regular survey, because of his interest in assuring the accuracy of work for a pilot test.  In the third

case, the secondary respondent was a secretary, who worked with the principal in completing the

survey.  In addition, some of  the respondents who reported 1½-2½ hours spent some of their time

consulting with other individuals (such as a food service manager).

Finally, one respondent reported spending three hours (on a weekend afternoon) in

completing the survey — and a second respondent estimated that the time involved, which was

spread over several days, amounted to close to a full day, or six hours of work.  The former case

involved the business officer of a large, independent (NAIS) school with over 200 line-items in the

school budget.  In the latter case, the school’s financial secretary spent several hours on the survey,

including time spent consulting by FAX machine with the church treasurer (who completed the

salary and benefits items of the survey), because the school office had no access to teacher and other

employee payroll records maintained by the church.

Overall, four surveys were completed by a school principal, three by school business officers,

two by bookkeeper/accountants, four by a combination of principal and bookkeeper or principal and

secretary, and one by the combined efforts of the school financial secretary, the church treasurer, and

the school principal.  Most respondents used end-of-the year financial records to complete the

survey.  As reported above, one respondent made use of his NAIS survey.  In addition, a few

Montessori schools reported referring to their tax records (IRS Form 990), and one administrator

relied upon budget projections.

In general, administrators reported that the categories in the survey were presented clearly,

and that the instructions were easy to follow.  What was most difficult about the survey, according to

several respondents, was the inescapable fact that the categories of the survey were different from

those in the ledgers of individual schools.  Several administrators in religious schools also reported

difficulties that they believed were a result of the “unique” circumstances of their school (such as
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deciding how to classify endowment income controlled by the church or how to treat separate hot

lunch and transportation funds).  No one item emerged as particularly time-consuming or

problematic.

Fewer respondents reported difficulties with the second pilot than with the first, reflecting,

we hope, improvements between the two versions.  In addition, the estimated time required to

complete the pilots also appeared to fall slightly, from a median of 103 minutes for the first pilot to a

median of 90 minutes for the second pilot.

Feasibility of Questionnaire

At the beginning of the pilot tests, we were unsure whether school administrators would be

willing or able to complete a finance survey asking for data as detailed as that asked for in our

questionnaire.  The results of the pilot tests suggest that indeed they can.  Moreover, the data

submitted appears to be fairly consistent and accurate.  However, this was not a representative

sample.  Each sampled school was a member of an association, and active enough in the association

to be known to the association representative.  Each school was informed in a cover letter that it had

been nominated by the representative to participate in the special pilot test; and several were

contacted directly by their association representatives.  One of the remaining questions, to be

answered in a broader scale pilot test, is whether the response rate will be as high in a more

representative sample.  The comments of administrators regarding the critical nature of association

endorsement and support in determining their response suggests that association participation should

be factored into any larger scale pilot test, if similar success is desired.

Description Of Survey Instrument

This concluding section of our report describes the survey instrument attached as Appendix

A.  Following the format of the questionnaire, the section begins with the introductory items that
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guide respondents toward common definitions of “school income” and “school expenditures,”

followed by items on income, expenditures, and finally, non-cash contributions.  We discuss the

rationale for our approach to each item, expected limitations of the data collected, and possible

alternatives for particular items.  The section concludes with a summary of potential modifications to

either streamline or expand the survey.

Introductory Items

The purpose of items 1 through 4 is to establish common definitions of school income and

school expenditures to be used in the rest of the survey.  Our general approach is to gently guide

respondents toward a common treatment of items, while allowing them to indicate areas wherein

they cannot easily provide data in the format requested in the questionnaire.  For example, item 1

indicates a preference for data based upon actual expenditures for a 1995-1996 fiscal year, yet

provides the respondent the option of indicating whether the data is based upon calendar year

records, budget projections, or some other form of records.

In items 2 and 3, we direct respondents toward a common definition of “school” operations

that includes preschool programs integrated with the rest of the school, but excludes independent

preschool programs, as well as extended day programs, summer camps, summer school, tennis clubs,

and other programs operating outside the regular school day.  Furthermore, we lead the respondent

through a calculation of net income from programs operating outside the regular school day, because

such net income is a source of revenue for many schools.

To reduce the burden on respondents, and to improve data accuracy, we do not ask that

respondents make difficult computations, such as converting calendar-year data to a school-year

basis or extracting preschool expenditures from other elementary school expenditures.  Another

strength of items 1 through 4 is that the simple “check-off” boxes and minimal requests for exact

dollar amounts are designed to lead respondents gently into the survey.
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More Details on Items 1-4

With regard to the fiscal year issue addressed in item 1, it does not seem possible to require

all respondents to report fiscal data on a school-year basis.  For many purposes, such as producing

estimates of total spending, the differences between school-year data and calendar-year data, and

between actual data and budgeted data, are not expected to be significant.  The information collected

in item 1, however, will allow researchers the option of extracting subsets of schools with actual

school-year data for certain types of analyses, such as modeling linkages between school

characteristics and school expenditures.  To streamline the survey, item 1 could be dropped, if the

explanatory information provided does not seem essential for data analysis.

Please note that the elementary and secondary school finance data collected under this survey

will include those preschool programs that are an integral part of elementary schools, but exclude

independent preschool programs that are loosely affiliated with the school (as well as the thousands

of preschool programs that are completely independent and not included in the PSS sampling frame).

We did not ask administrators to estimate the proportion of their expenditures that apply to preschool

operations, as the programs are so integrated with their regular budgets that we do not think

administrators could perform such data manipulations consistently or accurately.  Our survey’s lack

of a simple definition of “elementary” schools as including or excluding “preschools” is a reflection

of the lack of general agreement in the field as a whole.

In item 3, we ask respondents to report income and expenditures from programs operating

outside the regular school program separately from other income and expenditures, if possible.  The

majority of respondents appear able to do this, and those who cannot are instructed to report all

expenditures in items 6 through 10.  Some other expenditure surveys simply direct respondents to

exclude expenditures for extended day and other programs from regular income and expenditures.

We believe that by collecting data on these programs up front, in item 3, we increase the probability
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that the respondent will follow the written directions requesting their exclusion from the rest of the

survey.

The final introductory item 4, collects data regarding financial aid, in order to keep financial

aid (which some schools consider a reduction in income and others consider an addition to

expenditures) from confounding reports of income and expenditures in the rest of the survey.

Respondents are not required to distinguish between scholarships, work study, and tuition reductions,

nor are they required to explain how they account for discounts for multiple family size or discounts

for employees.  This is because the purpose of item 4 is not to collect detailed information about

financial aid per se, but to ensure that financial aid is excluded from the remaining items on income

and expenditures.  Excluding financial aid from both income and expenditures increases the

comparability of data from private schools with different methods of treating financial aid, as well as

the comparability of private school finance data to public school finance data.7

Income

In Item 5, we request administrators to report income, by source, for current, day-to-day

operations.  The purpose of this item is two-fold.  First, analyses of sources of income can provide

information about how different types of schools fund their ongoing operations.  The survey will

provide information about the proportion of funds coming from six sources:  tuition, sponsoring

organizations, public sources, endowments, programs operating outside the regular school day, and

other sources.  Second, because income data has fewer sub-categories and complications than

expenditure data, it can be collected more easily, and perhaps more accurately.  Total income for

                                                          
7The following example may illustrate how excluding financial aid from both income and expenditures

increases the comparability of income and expenditure data.  Imagine School A, which charges $3,000, in tuition and
provides no aid;  School B, which charges $3,300 but provides tuition discounts or waivers averaging  $300 per
student; and School C, which charges $3,300 and records expenditures for scholarships averaging $300 per student.
Under our approach, if all three schools have the same enrollment, they will report the same amount of tuition
actually collected (after taking into account tuition waiver, discounts, and so on), and the same amount of
expenditures actually made, excluding financial aid.  That is, excluding the financial aid results in a common
definition of income and expenditures.
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operating expenses, therefore, can be used as a rough check of the accuracy of the data collected on

total operating expenditures.

Because of concerns about the overall length of the questionnaire, the sources of income in

item 5 are limited to the six categories listed above.  One option worthy of consideration is

expanding the sources of income to include a seventh category, “fundraising and annual giving

campaigns.”  Currently the questionnaire directs respondents to include “fundraising and annual

giving campaigns” with “other sources” of income.  One advantage of this combined category is that

respondents do not have to decide whether such initiatives as Christmas tree sales and annual bazaars

should be classified as “fundraising” or as “other.”  However, we believe most respondents could

make this distinction without much difficulty.

Another possible expansion would be to attempt to collect information on special fund-

raising campaigns or capital campaigns.  It may not be advisable, however, to move the

questionnaire beyond its current focus on expenditures for regular school operations.

Finally, it should be mentioned that some administrators do not view lunch and

transportation programs as part of regular school operations, while others do.  To ensure consistency,

the directions instruct all administrators to consider fees or other revenues associated with lunch and

transportation programs as school income.8

Expenditures

The core of the survey is the collection of expenditure data in items 6 through 10.  The

challenges faced in designing these items were: (1) classifying expenditures in sufficient detail to

meet the analytical needs of researchers while not overburdening the respondent; and (2) making

                                                          
8No information is collected on payments which are made directly by parents or students to a third-party

vendor, such as a food-service vendor or bus company, because schools do not have access to this information.
Expenditures from such programs are not collected either.  What this means is that such programs are implicitly
treated the same way as when the parent directly provides the bag lunch or drives the child to and from school.
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reasonable distinctions between current operating expenditures and capital expenditures, in order to

compare data across different schools with different accounting systems, and between private

schools and public schools.

Classification of Expenditures by Functions and Objects

The matrix in Exhibit II shows the level of detail collected under the final version of the

survey.  Although the questionnaire does not directly display this matrix, data are collected in each

of the un-shaded cells, in a way that permits analysis of expenditures by function (row) or object

(column).  No information is collected in the shaded boxes — that is, data on benefits and equipment

are not collected in as much detail as data on salaries and supplies and contracted services.

One of the underlying goals of items 6 through 10 is to allow researchers to state the total proportion

of expenditures for instruction, administration, and other key functions displayed in the rows of the

table in Exhibit II, and to compare private school data for those functions with data collected through

the National Public Education Finance Survey (NPEFS).  It would not be realistic, however, to

expect private school administrators to report finance data in as much detail as in NPEFS.  For

example, private school administrators find it difficult to isolate pure “instruction,” from the NPEFS

categories of “instructional staff support services” (i.e., librarians, technology coordinators,

professional development) and “student support services” (i.e., student health, counseling).

As a first step toward simplification, we collapsed “instructional staff support services” and

“student support services” into one category, “instructional support and student services.”  Even so,

many administrators in the first pilot reported “0” for the combined category of “salaries for

instructional support and student services.”  While some of these schools had no instructional

support or student services staff, others had such staff but the respondents thought it would be too

time-consuming to split such salaries from teacher salaries, or they were so accustomed to viewing

librarians as part of the instructional staff that they overlooked the instructions requesting that their
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EXHIBIT II

Collection of Expenditure Data by Functions and Objects

Item 6.
Salaries

Item 7.
Benefits

Item 8.
Supplies and
Contracted

Services

Item 9.
Equipment

Item 10.
Facilities

a. Instruction (a)
b.  Instructional support

and student services
c. Administration
d. Plant/maintenance
e. Food service
f. Transportation
g. Other
h. Total

(a) Instruction-related computers.

salaries be reported separately.  In subsequent versions of the questionnaire, therefore, we put

additional emphasis on the distinction between “item 6a- instruction” and “item 6b- instructional

support and student services”; and at the same time,  we provided respondents with the option of

reporting all instructed-related salaries together.9

An alternative option would be to state very clearly the expectation that all respondents

report librarians and similar staff separately from teachers.  We advise against this option, however,

because we do not think respondents would do so consistently.  Furthermore, a few pilot-test

participants said that such a requirement would cause them to fail to complete the survey at all.

Another option is that instruction, instructional support, and student services be collapsed into one

category, as “instruction-related salaries.”

                                                          
9Respondents are asked to indicate through simple “check-off” boxes how they reported salaries in item 6a

and item 6b.  This explanatory information will allow researchers to know when item 6a contains “ pure”
instructional salaries, and when it includes salaries for instructional support and student services staff.
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The “administration” category in our survey is a combination of three NPEFS categories —

“general administration support services,” “school administration support services,” and “other

support services” (i.e., business support, central support).  These were combined, because private

school administrators perform a broad range of administrative functions that go beyond those defined

as “school administration” in public schools.  Administrators had no difficulty reporting salaries and

supplies and contracted services for this item.

The “plant/maintenance” category also is straightforward.  One concern that emerged from

the pilot tests was that some respondents incorrectly reported contractor salaries as salary

expenditures, rather than contracted services.  Because this error was most frequently made with

reference to custodial services, the final version of the questionnaire contains an explicit caution

against making such a mistake.

Distinct categories for “food service” and “transportation” are included in the final version of

the questionnaire for two important reasons.  First, categories are, indeed, needed to ensure that food

service and transportation expenditures are consistently reported by all administrators, some of

whom do not view such expenditures as part of regular school spending.10  Second, separate

categories for food service and transportation services allow per-pupil expenditures to be calculated

both with, and without, these types of expenditures, which options may be important for comparing

core expenditures in private schools with core expenditures in public schools.

In the first pilot test, respondents were asked to report benefits separately for instruction,

support, administration, and the other functions.  Only two respondents did so, and they both

calculated benefits as a constant percentage of salaries (and one of the two respondents made an

                                                          
10The separate category is designed to address a problem discovered during debriefings on the first pilot test

questionnaire (which included food service, transportation, residential services, and so on, in one “other” category).
Some school have separate funds for food service operations (particularly if they participate in the U.S. Department
of Agriculture meal programs), and the absence of a specific category on food service programs appears to lead to
inconsistency and confusion regarding whether or not expenditures from such programs should be reported.
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arithmetic mistake in doing so).  The final version of the questionnaire simply asks for total benefits,

which will be allocated across functions on the basis of the collected data on salaries.

The questionnaire does ask respondents to report “supplies and contracted services” (item 8)

at the same level of detail as “salaries” (item 6) — that is, across the seven categories of instruction,

instructional support and student services, administration, plant/maintenance, food service,

transportation, and other.  A few respondents questioned the value of doing this, given the relatively

small proportion of expenditures in these areas.  One could imagine collecting expenditure data on

total supplies and supplies, and allocating such expenditures across the seven functions, as we

propose doing for total benefits.  This is problematic, however, because schools with contracted

services for plant/maintenance, food service, or transportation may have significant expenditures for

these functions, although no corresponding staff salaries.

An alternative proposal would be to expand the level of detail in item 8, by collecting data on

“supplies” separately from data on “contracted services”, as is done by NPEFS.  We recommend

against this option, however, because it would add significantly to the length of the survey, without

increasing the accuracy of total expenditures or the ability to analyze expenditures across the various

functions.

The remaining expenditure items on equipment (item 9) and facilities (item 10) are discussed

below, because they raise questions about the distinction between current operating expenditures and

capital expenditures.

Current Operating Expenditures and Capital Expenditures

It is difficult to ask schools to report equipment purchases in a consistent manner, because

some schools make such purchases out of the operating budget, while other schools purchase

equipment out of a separate capital fund; and still other schools make equipment purchases out of

both types of funds.  In addition, there is no common rule distinguishing equipment from supplies.
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Further complicating the picture is the fact that many schools have separate fund-raising campaigns

or capital drives for special projects, such as equipping a science laboratory or a computer

laboratory, renovating a building, or acquiring a new building.

In order to capture the full range of equipment purchased by private schools, we request

respondents  to report equipment expenditures from both operating funds and plant or capital funds

in item 9.  We also provide schools with the option of reporting depreciation expenses on equipment,

rather than expenditure on equipment purchases, in recognition of the fact that some school financial

records may not track equipment purchases.11 Most analyses of equipment purchases will want to

include equipment purchases from both operating and capital funds, because the distinction between

the two types is not defined consistently across schools.12

Respondents are not asked to classify equipment by function, except that respondents are

asked to report purchases for “instruction-related computers” separately from all other equipment

purchases.  The advantages of this sub-item are that it is easy for most schools to report, it collects

information on a topic of interest to education policy makers, and it encourages the reporting of

computer-related expenditures in one object category, rather than split inconsistently between

supplies and equipment.  This item could be dropped, however, if the survey needed to be

streamlined further.  Alternatively, respondents could be asked to report other equipment purchases

in more detail (e.g., reporting vehicle purchases separately from purchases of classroom furniture).

                                                          
11We cannot drop the items on equipment purchases and only ask for depreciation, because many private

schools do not record depreciation, despite the recommendation of the Financial Accounting Standards Board
(FASB) to do so.  Despite our efforts to word item 9 in such a way that respondents will either report actual
purchases or depreciation, data on equipment will have to be analyzed carefully in recognition of the fact there may
be some overlap in reports of depreciation and purchases.

12One advantage of isolating equipment purchased from operating funds from other equipment is that
checks for data consistency may be improved if school-reported totals for operating income are compared with total
operating expenditures, including equipment expenditures made from operating budgets.  Of course, any checks of
total operating income and total operating expenditures will be imperfect checks of data consistency, because of
differences in what is counted as operating expenditures and because a school could be operating with a sizable
surplus or a deficit.
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We do not advise doing so, because capital expenditures are not the major focus of the survey, and

some schools do not keep detailed records of equipment purchases in their financial records.

Finally, the question on facilities (item 10) asks administrators to report payments for  rent,

loan payments (principal and interest), amounts transferred from the operating fund to a fund for

plant renewal and special maintenance, and depreciation of facilities.  Many accountants consider

rent and interest payments to be current operating expenditures, while they consider principal

payments as capital expenditures.  Private schools, however, vary considerably in how they classify

such expenditures.  We anticipate that such expenditures may be treated as either current operating

expenditures, or as capital or facility-related expenditures, depending upon the analyst’s purpose, as

shown in Exhibit III.  For example, when comparing private schools to public schools, current

operating expenditures should probably be limited to salaries, benefits, and supplies and contracted

services.  When comparing income collected under item 4 to operating expenditures, however,

operating expenditures should be expanded to include equipment purchased from operating funds,

rent, interest and funds transferred or spent from the operating budget for plant renewal or special

maintenance.  A number of schools also make principal payments out of the operating fund.

Non-Cash Contributions

The purpose of item 11, which deals with non-cash contributions, is to get a fuller picture of

the resources associated with private school education than is indicated by financial statements.  For

example, private school students in a number of states are bussed to and from school by public

agencies, or may receive remedial or enrichment instruction services in mobile vans funded through

Title I.  In addition, schools sponsored by religious institutions may benefit from space, utilities,

custodial services, bookkeeping services, and time of pastor or other religious personnel funded

through the church budget.  Although some schools are charged for their use of a sponsoring
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EXHIBIT III

Current Operating Expenditures and Capital Expenditures

Current Operating
Expenditures

Classification Depends
Upon Analyst’s purpose

Capital
Expenditures

Salaries (item 6a.-6h)
Benefits (item 7)
Supplies and Services (Item
8a-8h).

Instruction-Related
Computers from Operating
Fund.  (Item 9a-1)

Instruction-Related Computers
from Capital Fund  (Item 9a-2)

Other Equipment from
Operating Fund (Item 9b-1)

Other Equipment-from Capital
Fund.(Item 9b-2)

Equipment Depreciation
(Item 9c)
Rent (Item 10a)
Interest payments (Item
10b)

Principal payments(Item 10b)

Operating Funds
Transferred or Spent on
Plant Renewal and Special
Maintenance (Item 10c)
Depreciation on Facilities
(Item 10d)

institution’s resources (either through paper transactions between the church and school budgets, or

through payments from one legally incorporated institution to another), the financial records of other

schools make no record of substantial contributions of personnel, materials, and facilities provided

by the sponsoring institution.  Finally, schools receive donated equipment and volunteer services

from parents and other donors.

Accounting for non-cash contributions presents several problems.  First, the concept of “non-

cash contributions” may be foreign to the school administrator, who may not view the class taught by

the pastor, the volunteers staffing the lunch-room, or the distribution of payroll by the church office

as a “non-cash contribution.”  A related problem is that because this item appears on the last page of

the survey, many administrators in the first two pilots appeared to glance over it quickly, and
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determined that it did not apply to them.  Finally, it is difficult to place a dollar value on donated

labor, materials, equipment, and space, particularly because administrators usually keep no record of

such non-cash contributions.  This is particularly true of the diffuse volunteer labor provided by

parents.

We have tried several different approaches to collecting information on what we have

variously called non-monetary contributions, in-kind assistance, and finally, non-cash contributions.

In the final version of item 11, we specify five different types of services provided by public agencies

(e.g., transportation of students, remedial/enrichment instruction), seven different types of support

provided by religious institutions (e.g., space, bookkeeping assistance, shared custodian), and three

types of non-cash contributions provided by parents and others (e.g., donated supplies or equipment,

volunteer labor, other).  Although the division of non-cash contributions into so many sub-items adds

a full page of items to the survey, it allows us to probe for specific types of services that may not

come to the respondent’s mind when first considering the broad area of “non-cash contributions.”

Furthermore, with two or three exceptions, the categories correspond to the functional areas (i.e.,

instruction, administration, plant/maintenance) used in the remainder of the questionnaire.

For most items, respondents are asked to indicate, through simple check-off boxes, an

estimate of the quantity of services and materials received.  Although earlier versions of the

questionnaire asked respondents to provide estimates of dollar value ranges, this version does not do

so, because of the difficulty in securing consistent estimates of the dollar value of non-cash

contributions.  Instead, the general approach in item 11 is to ask respondents to quantify services and

materials in “natural” units, that is, hours of volunteer labor, square feet of donated space, and

numbers of teachers or lunch-room volunteers.  While this approach increases the estimation

challenges for the analyst, who may wish to assign dollar values to various non-cash contributions, it
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should result in more consistently reported data than data that depends upon the administrator’s best

guesses of dollar values (which in the second pilot appeared to be made very quickly as the

respondent was rushing to complete the final page of the survey).  Furthermore, this approach

simplifies the task for most administrators.

If the level of detail requested in item 11 is off-putting to respondents, the survey could be

streamlined, by reducing the number of sub-categories of non-cash contributions.  Doing so,

however, may result in fewer services being reported; and also may compromise the ability to

analyze these services by function.  Another alternative is to drop the information about services

donated by “parents and others,” as public schools also benefit from donations from parent-teacher

organizations.  Third, the requests for quantitative estimates could be dropped, or further simplified,

to reduce burden on the respondent.  Alternatively, item 11 could be expanded, by requesting more

information about the dollar value of contributed services.13 It is difficult to know which of these

alternatives is preferable, because we have not yet field-tested this version of item 11.

Summary of Alternative Options

During the past year and a half, we have produced numerous versions of questionnaires for

review at focus groups, site visits, meetings of private school representatives, and two successive

pilot tests.  The end product is a final questionnaire of 11 items, most of which have already been

tested in the 17 schools, except for minor changes in language.  The final questionnaire contains one

new item (item 1 on fiscal year), one significantly modified item (item 11 on non-cash contributions)

and one item with a modified format (item 8 on equipment).  Despite these changes, we believe the

final questionnaire is ready to be tested in a broad-scale pilot, in its current form.

                                                          
13Among the 28 schools interviewed in the focus groups and site interviews and the 17 schools participating

in the two pilot tests, there was one school that had dollar estimates for all contributed services and materials.  It
would be nice to capture the information available from such a school, but it is difficult to know how to do so
without imposing overly difficult estimating challenges on other schools.
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We recognize, however, that there may be an interest in streamlining the questionnaire

further, or in expanding the level of detail collected on particular items.  Our report concludes with a

list of four options for streamlining the questionnaire and  three options for expanding the level of

detail collected on particular items (see Exhibit IV).  Each option was discussed in more detail

above.  In our view, the first option for streamlining and the first option for expanding are the two

options most worthy of serious consideration.

EXHIBIT IV

Options for Streamlining or Expanding Questionnaire

Options for Streamlining Questionnaire
1. Collapse “item 6a-instruction” and “item 6b-instructional support

and student services” into one item on “instruction-related
services.”

2. Delete “item 1-fiscal year.”
3. Collapse “item 9a-instruction-related computers” and “item 9b-

other equipment” into one item on “equipment purchases.”
4. Collapse all sub-items in item 8 into one item on total supplies

and contracted services.
Options for Expanding Questionnaire

1. Separate fundraising from other sources of income (in item 5).
2. Require respondents to split “item 6a-instruction” from “item 6b-

instructional support and student support.”
3. Request respondents to report equipment purchases by function.

This report has summarized the work underlying the development of a questionnaire to

collect private school finance data.  Throughout the process of questionnaire development, we have

been challenged to balance the twin goals of (1) collecting data that is sufficiently detailed to be

consistent, accurate, and useful for analytical purposes, and (2) placing minimal burdens upon the

overworked private school administrators who must be asked to take time out of a hectic day to

respond to the questionnaire.  It is, therefore, fitting to conclude with a final list of options for
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expanding the survey to collect data desired by researchers or streamlining it to reduce burden on

respondents.

Our final recommendation is that any modification to expand the questionnaire be balanced

by a modification to streamline it.  We believe that the current survey instrument, which appears to

take about 1½ hours for most respondents to complete, is about as streamlined as is possible, if it is

to collect data across a number of functional categories of expenditures, as desired by both NCES

officials and private school association representatives.




































