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Public School Vs. Private School:  An American Debate


Do children really perform better at private schools than they do at public schools?  In most of America, there is a lot of apprehension surrounding the “Public School versus Private School” debate.  Many Americans feel that private schools far exceed the education that public schools have to offer.  However, recent studies show that public school students with socioeconomic backgrounds similar to those of private school students generally outperform private school students on standardized tests.  But, while public school students tend to do well in areas such as mathematics that are not socially or economically influenced, private school students still outshine in Language Arts, History, and the Sciences.  Merited or not, private school students are more frequently accepted to Ivy League colleges and statistically earn a higher income following college than public school students do.  But, it has often been argued that public school students are better adjusted, and more prepared to navigate an increasingly exigent work force. In order to separate the fact from fiction, one must dig at the roots of the debate.  


At the beginning of the twentieth century, America’s Ivy League schools were brimming with the offspring of the social elite.  College freshmen could expect to find themselves among the ranks of private school graduates from Andover, St. Paul’s, and Exeter to name a few.  But, during the twentieth century, the best universities made an effort to make their institutions more diverse and socially inclusive.  The Scholastic Achievement Test (SAT) helped level the playing field but also exposed achievement gaps and difficulties within the public school system.  At the close of the twentieth century, private school graduates still had the upper hand in regards to college acceptance and higher paying jobs.   With public schools overcrowded and the public education system in crisis, why do so many parents opt for public education?  In most cases it is not a matter of choice, but a matter of finances.  


The money required to cover private school tuition fees can be taxing, and many families simply cannot afford it.  And, some families have ample resources, yet they choose to send their children to public schools.  Why?  It is true that public school classrooms are generally larger, the student body is more diverse, and academic achievement requires greater effort than it would at a private school.  But, public school demands that one learn to get along with a variety of people from different backgrounds.  Success depends on a high degree of resolve and self-motivation.  These are important lessons that build character.  It is difficult for children to acquire these social skills in a private school where uniformity is encouraged and most students come from a privileged background.   So, what is the big allure surrounding the recent middle-class Private School frenzy?  


Private schools generally represent the full range of current education advances, because they are self-regulated and free of local curriculum mandates.  Because they are independent, private schools can provide a variety of instruction streamlined to fit a high standard of education.  Private schools also attract talented teachers interested in learning-based curriculum and few discipline problems.   


The debate forges on as the middle class weighs the educational options available for their children.  While private school students continue to excel, it is important to remember that public schools were founded on values, theories, and skills that are central to democratic progress and community.  As waves of students flock from public to private institutions, there is a concern that educational divides will further widen.  
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