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REVIEW OF RESEARCH

The Effects of Catholic and Protestant Schools:
A Meta-Analysis

William H. Jeynes
California State University at Long Beach

A meta-analysis was undertaken, including 41 studies to determine the infl uence 
of Catholic and Protestant schools. The analysis examined studies undertaken 
at both the elementary and secondary school level. The results indicate that both 
Catholic and Protestant school students do better than their counterparts in 
public schools. In addition, Protestant school students excelled more than their 
Catholic counterparts on most standardized tests, but Catholic school students 
did better than their Protestant school counterparts on non-standardized mea-
sures. The signifi cance of these results is discussed.

Introduction

Over the last 40 years, there has been a considerable amount of debate 
on the effects of religious schools on academic achievement (Bryk, 
Lee & Holland, 1993; Chubb & Moe, 1990; Coleman, 1988; Hoffer, 

1997). More than 20 years ago, studies undertaken by Coleman, Hoffer, and 
Kilgore (1982) as well as other social scientists (Keith & Page, 1985) indi-
cated that religious school students enjoyed a signifi cant academic advantage 
over their counterparts in public schools. Even when controlling for socio-
economic status (SES), race, and past achievement, religious school students 
enjoyed a distinct advantage. The results suggested that the quality of educa-
tion offered in the schools was the major ingredient behind the “school ef-
fect” (Coleman, 1988; Coleman et al., 1982). However, nearly all the studies 
that have been done on the infl uence of religious schools have not focused 
on the differences in the effects of Catholic and Protestant schools (Irvine & 
Foster, 1996; Morris, 1994, 1998; Sander, 1996).

Knowing if there are any differences in the pattern of effects for Catholic 
and Protestant schools would be particularly interesting for a number of rea-
sons. First, it would give insight into whether the infl uence of religious schools 
holds across these two major lines of Christian faith. Second, it would help 
educators to understand whether there are areas that Catholic and Protestant 
schools can learn from one another. Third, it would help parents and other 
Catholic Education: A Journal of Inquiry and Practice, Vol. 12, No. 2, December 2008, 
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individuals to make individual and policy decisions based on the strengths 
and weaknesses of Catholic and Protestant schools. Fourth, if Catholic and 
Protestant schools improve further by learning from one another, it might 
bolster the chances that the government will encourage the implementation 
of school choice.

On the basis of research that has been done on the effects of religious 
faith and schools on various individuals, there are some reasons to think that 
religious schools may impact academic achievement in a positive way. The 
fi rst of these reasons, and historically probably the most acknowledged, deals 
with a religious work ethic. This is the notion that one’s service to God often 
causes one to work more diligently. Research in the social sciences has in-
dicated consistently the existence of a religious work ethic (Furnham, 1987; 
Gerhards, 1996; Giorgi & Marsh, 1990; Mudrack, 1992). Busto (1996) and 
Ter Voert (1993) found that this religious work ethic transcends differences 
in race and nationality. 

A second reason to believe there might be a relationship between reli-
gious schools and academic achievement emerges from the tendency for reli-
gious schools to help students abstain from behaviors that are often regarded 
as undisciplined and harmful to academic achievement. A number of studies 
indicate that religious students and religiously oriented committed teens are 
less likely to become involved in drug and alcohol abuse (Bahr, Hawks, & 
Wang, 1993; Brownfi eld & Sorenson, 1991; Jeynes, 2005b; Nylander, Tung, 
& Xu, 1996). Other studies indicate that religiously committed teens are less 
likely to engage in sexual behavior or become pregnant while they are still 
teenagers (Beck, Cole, & Hammond, 1991; Holman & Harding, 1996; Miller 
& Olson, 1988). 

A third reason stems from the fi nding of some studies that suggest that 
religious people are more likely to have an internal locus of control (Jackson 
& Coursey, 1988; Shrauger & Silverman, 1971). That is, they are more likely 
to attribute individual success or failure to factors within one’s control rather 
than beyond one’s control. Educational researchers have found a rather con-
sistent relationship between possessing an internal locus of control and per-
forming well in school (Garner & Cole, 1986; S. Johnson, 1992). Whatever 
the reasons might be for the religious school advantage over public schools, 
there is a sense that a large percentage of the reasons rest in the school culture 
(Mok & Flynn, 1998).

Most of the studies that have been done have focused either on compar-
ing the achievement of students attending religious or private schools versus 
those going to public schools (Coleman, 1988; Coleman et al., 1982; Keith 
& Page, 1985). Most of these studies have focused on the impact of students 
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attending private schools versus public schools (Coleman, 1988; Coleman 
et al., 1982). However, many studies have focused all or part of their atten-
tion on religious private schools, in particular (Bryk et al., 1993; Keith & 
Page, 1985; Sander, 1996). Of these initiatives, most have directed their at-
tention on studying Catholic schools (Bryk et al., 1993; Keith & Page, 1985; 
Sander, 1996). However, in the last 25 years Protestant, primarily Evangelical 
schools, have constituted an increasing percentage of the total number of re-
ligious schools (Jeynes, 2003b).

As a result of the signifi cant contributions of both Catholic and Protestant, 
mostly Evangelical, schools the question arises as to whether the infl uence of 
these types of educational institutions are similar or different from each other 
(Sander, 1996). Are the academic effects of these schools similar or differ-
ent overall or across dimensions? Moreover, if any differences emerge, are 
there any indications that Catholic and Protestant educators have something 
to learn from each other. If so, the implications of this study may prove partic-
ularly salient. If Catholics and Protestants can each improve their educational 
outcomes by learning from each other, then not only will religious education 
benefi t, but in so doing the potency of the school choice argument will be en-
hanced (Bryk et al., 1993; Gewirtz, Ball, & Bowe, 1995). The importance of 
determining whether there are any similarities or differences between Catholic 
and Protestant schools, therefore, has two important ramifi cations. First, the 
fi ndings can be used to identify areas of strength and weakness in Catholic 
and Protestant schooling. Second, if these religious schools are amenable to 
learning from one another and religious schools improve even further, the 
case for school choice can be fortifi ed (Gewirtz et al., 1995; Jeynes, 2002a). 

A growing number of social scientists are appreciating the importance 
of procuring a greater understanding of Catholic and Protestant education, 
as it relates to school choice (Bryk et al., 1993; Chubb & Moe, 1990; Jeynes, 
2000, 2002a). Recent research has established that even when one controls 
for socioeconomic status and race, religious school students have an academic 
advantage over their counterparts in the public sector (Jeynes, 2002a, 2005a). 
Moreover, various studies consistently demonstrate that children from low-
SES and minority backgrounds perform better in religious schools than they 
do in private schools (Gaziel, 1997; Jeynes, 2002a, 2003b). This is not merely 
a pattern that has emerged in particular individual studies, but meta-analyses 
indicate that this is the trend of the overall body of research (Jeynes, 2002b, 
2003b). Given that one of the primary goals of school choice is to help poor 
and minority students, this fi nding is especially important (Jeynes, 2002a, 
2002b). Other research on religiosity suggests that personal faith and fam-
ily stability, which are often a hallmark of Christian homes, also have an 
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ameliorative infl uence on minority students (Brutsaert, 1998; Cochran, 1992; 
Cochran, Beeghley, & Bock, 1992; Jeynes, 1999). This research indicates 
that when minority children are religious and come from intact families, the 
achievement gap that traditionally exists between White and minority stu-
dents disappears (Jeynes, 2002a).

This meta-analysis is designed to compare the overall effects of Catholic 
and Protestant schools on students versus their counterparts in public schools 
and compared with one another. In addition, those studies that used a category 
for non-Catholic private schools were also included in the analysis, as a third 
category, because the majority of non-Catholic private schools are Protestant 
schools. This meta-analysis will address three research questions. First, what 
are the effects of students attending Catholic and Protestant schools when 
compared with public school students? Second, do the effect sizes differ be-
tween Catholic and Protestant schools? Third, are there any differences in the 
pattern of effect sizes for Catholic and Protestant schools?

Methods

The procedures used to conduct the meta-analysis are outlined under research 
focus, analytical approach, defi ning of variables, data collection method, sta-
tistical methods and effect size statistics, and study quality rating.

Research Focus

In the 41 studies included in the meta-analyses undertaken in this paper, at-
tempts were made to address the following questions: (a) How does the ac-
ademic achievement of students attending Catholic and Protestant schools 
compare with that of their counterparts in public schools? (b) Are there any 
differences in the effect sizes for Catholic and Protestant school students 
versus public school students? (c) Are effect sizes related to types of out-
come measures, especially standardized versus non-standardized measures? 
(d) Are quality, age of the students, or year of study related to effect size in 
any way?

Analytical Approach

This meta-analysis examined the relationship between students attending 
Catholic or Protestant schools and their academic achievement. The fi rst anal-
ysis (Model A) included determining overall achievement effect sizes for the 
3 groups of school students versus their counterparts in public schools, using 
all of the studies included in the meta-analysis. These 3 groups of students 
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included those from Catholic schools, Protestant schools, and non-Catholic 
private schools, which were mostly made up of Protestant schools. 

Most of the researchers who conducted studies sought to examine the 
difference in student educational outcomes between those from religious and 
public schools in its own right. However, some studies examined this differ-
ence while controlling for some of the educational emphases that are often 
used to explain the differences in achievement. For example, some stud-
ies controlled for whether a student was placed on a high academic track. 
Research indicates that religious schools are much more likely than public 
schools to insist that poorly performing students be placed on an academic 
track (Bryk et al., 1993). A number of social scientists believe that this policy 
partially explains the religious school advantage (Bryk et al., 1993; Coleman 
et al., 1982). It is therefore questionable whether controlling for this variable 
is appropriate. 

The second analysis (Model B) excluded those studies that included vari-
ables in their analysis that tended also to capture some of the infl uence of 
religious schools. For example, two reasons that social scientists believe that 
religious school students perform better academically than public school stu-
dents is because religious schools emphasize that students should take a de-
manding curriculum and they insist on high levels of parental involvement. 
Some studies actually add variables for the extent to which schools emphasize 
a demanding curriculum and parental involvement. However, to the extent that 
these two factors help explain the religious school advantage, including these 
variables would tend to dilute the effect sizes for religious schools artifi cially. 
The problem with controlling for these variables is that many social scientists 
believe that the fact that religious schools insist that more of their students 
are on the academic track and that parents are strongly involved in education 
are two of the reasons why religious students outperform their counterparts 
in public schools (Gamoran, 1992; Morris, 1994; Sander, 1996). Therefore, 
Model B excluded the studies that used the procedure just described.

Each study incorporated in this meta-analysis met the following criteria:  
(a) It needed to examine Catholic and Protestant in a way that could be con-
ceptually and statistically distinguished from other primary variables under 
consideration. For example, if a study combined the effects of schooling with 
other variables in which the infl uence of each could not be distinguished, this 
study was not included in the meta-analysis. (b) It must include a suffi cient 
amount of statistical information to ascertain effect sizes. That is, a study 
needed to possess enough information so that test statistics, such as those 
resulting from a t-test, analysis of variance, and so forth, were either pro-
vided in the study or could be determined from the means and measures of 



260        Catholic Education / December 2008

variance provided in the study. (c) If the study included a control group, it had 
to qualify as a true control group and, therefore, be a fair and accurate means 
of comparison. Furthermore, if the research utilized a control group at some 
times but not others, only the former comparisons were included in the meta-
analysis. (d) The study could be a published or unpublished study. Given the 
nature of the criteria listed above, qualitative studies were not included in the 
study. Qualitative studies are defi nitely valuable, but they are diffi cult to code 
for quantitative purposes and any attempt to do so might bias the results of 
the meta-analysis.

Defi ning of Variables

For the purposes of this study, attending a religious school was defi ned as a stu-
dent attending a private school that was sponsored by a Catholic or Protestant 
group and was designed to meet certain religious and educational goals. 

Data Collection Method (Coding and Rater Reliability)

In order to obtain the studies to be used in the meta-analysis, a search was 
performed using every major search engine covering research in the social 
sciences; this included about 25 databases (Psycinfo, ERIC, Dissertation 
Abstracts International, Wilson Periodicals, Sociological Abstracts) and every 
literature review in the United States and internationally of the effects of reli-
gious schools and religious commitment was used. The search terms included 
religious schools, Catholic schools, Catholic, Protestant schools, Protestant, 
parochial schools, diocese, Evangelical schools, Evangelical, Baptist schools, 
Methodist schools, Pentecostal schools, Christian schools, religious edu-
cation, Community Church schools, Church schools, Assemblies of God 
schools, religious training, Catholic training, parish schools, and other terms, 
which refl ected many different religious denominations. Although this search 
yielded over 2,000 articles and papers on religious education, nearly all of 
these articles were not quantitative in nature. Over 50 studies were found that 
obtained quantitative information, but only 41 studies contained a suffi cient 
amount of quantitative information to be included in the meta-analysis.

Statistical Methods and the Effect Size Statistics

In order to ensure accurate statistical results, a number of steps were taken 
to make the meta-analysis more sophisticated. First of all, the Hedges’ “g” 
measure of effect size was used (Hedges, 1981). Since it employs the pooled 
standard deviation in the denominator, it should give a more conservative 
estimate of effect size. Hedges also provides a correction factor that helps to 
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modify the impact of sampling bias. Effect sizes from data in such forms as 
t-tests, F tests, p levels, frequencies, and r values were calculated via conver-
sion formulas provided by Glass, McGaw, and Smith (1981). When results 
were not statistically signifi cant, studies sometimes reported only a signifi -
cance level. In the unusual case that the direction of these not signifi cant re-
sults was not available, the effect size was calculated to be zero. The effect 
sizes were determined using weights based on the inverse of the variance, in 
order to give greater weight to studies with larger sample sizes.

Statistical analysis was done to determine the overall effects of Catholic 
and Protestant schools obtained for each study, as well as the specifi c academ-
ic outcomes that attending religious schools affected. These specifi c academic 
outcomes include standardized measures (i.e., achievement test outcomes, of-
ten identifi ed by specifi c subject) and non-standardized measures (i.e., grade 
point average [GPA], teacher ratings, the extent to which students took ad-
vanced placement courses, and whether they were left behind a grade). Two 
statistical measures were used to reduce sampling and publication bias. The 
studies that this meta-analysis drew from nearly always took into consider-
ation matters of SES, gender, and race by controlling for these factors.

Study Quality Rating

Two researchers coded the studies independently for quality, the presence 
of randomization, and whether both the defi nitional criteria for Catholic, 
Protestant, and non-Catholic private schools were met. Study quality and 
the use of random samples were graded on a 0 (lowest) to 3 (highest) scale. 
Quality was determined using the following: (a) Did it use randomization 
of assignment? (b) Did it avoid mono-method bias? (c) Did it avoid mono-
operation bias? (d) Did it avoid selection bias? The author calculated inter-
rater reliability by computing percentage of agreement on the issues of the 
defi nition of religious schools, as well as on the issues of randomization and 
quality of the study. The inter-rater reliability was 100% for each of the defi -
nitions of religious schools and 96% for whether a random sample was used. 
The inter-rater reliability was 88% for the quality of the study.

Two supplementary analyses were done to include (a) only those studies 
with quality ratings of 2 and 3 and (b) those studies with quality ratings of 1-3.

Results

The results (see Table 1) of the meta-analysis indicate that in terms of over-
all academic achievement, Catholic and Protestant school students had very 
similar advantages over their counterparts in public schools. Table 1 lists 
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all the studies included in the meta-analysis in terms of the size of the re-
ligious school student advantage over their counterparts in public schools, 
the fi rst studies listed having large effect sizes, and the later studies listed 
having smaller effect sizes. The effect sizes ranged from a high of .68 stan-
dard deviation units favoring religious (in this case Catholic) school students 
over public school students, to -.07 standard deviation units favoring public 
school students over religious (in this case Catholic) school students. The 
overwhelming number of studies indicated a “religious school advantage.” 
Most of the effect sizes were in the .15 -.30 range.

Research Questions A and B

The research questions addressed in this section are as follows: (a) How 
does the academic achievement of students attending Catholic and Protestant 
schools compare with that of their counterparts in public schools? (b) Are 
there any differences in the effect sizes for Catholic and Protestant school 
students versus public school students?

Tables 2 and 3 indicate the extent to which Catholic, Protestant, and non-
Catholic (mostly Protestant) school students differed from public school stu-
dents and also differed from one another. Table 2 indicates that the Protestant 
school students, made up primarily of Evangelical students, had a .19 stan-
dard deviation unit advantage over public school students. Students from 
Catholic schools had a .17 standard deviation unit edge over their counter-
parts in public schools. The difference between the effect sizes for Catholic 
and Protestant students was not statistically signifi cant. The effect size for 
those studies that only distinguished between Catholic private schools and 
non-Catholic (mostly Protestant) private schools collectively yielded an ef-
fect size of .21 favoring students from non-Catholic private schools over pub-
lic school students. This advantage over their public school counterparts was 
not different to a statistically signifi cant degree either from students from 
Catholic and Protestant school students.

Research Questions C and D

The research questions addressed in this section are as follows: (c) Are effect 
sizes related to types of outcome measures, especially standardized versus 
non-standardized measures? (d) Are quality of the study, age of the students, 
or year of study related to effect size in any way?

Although no statistically signifi cant differences emerged from overall 
academic achievement, differences did manifest themselves for distinct mea-
sures of achievement. Overall, the effect sizes showed a pattern in which 
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students from Protestant schools did better on standardized test measures and 
students from Catholic schools did better on non-standardized measures, such 
as their likelihood of being held back a grade and taking college preparation 
courses. On standardized test measures, Protestant school students had a .24 
standard deviation edge over their public school counterparts, versus the .16 
edge that Catholic school students had. This difference was statistically sig-
nifi cant at the .05 level of probability. The standardized test advantage for 

Taylor, Casten, Flickinger, Roberts,
& Flumore
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studies that distinguished only between Catholic and non-Catholic (mostly 
Protestant), private schools yielded an effect size of .21 standard deviation 
units. This was different to a statistically signifi cant degree from the effect 
size for Catholic schools, but not from the effect size for only Protestant 
schools (p < .05).

The pattern for non-standardized measures, in contrast, showed an ad-
vantage for Catholic school students. Catholic school students had an aca-
demic advantage of .18 standard deviation units over public school students 
on these measures. Protestant, mostly Evangelical, school students main-
tained a .10 advantage over their public school counterparts. The difference 
between these two regression coeffi cients was statistically signifi cant at the 

Table 1 (continued)    

Study Year Catholic
school
effect
size

Protestant or 
other private 
school effect 

size

Marsh & Grayson 1990 +.16 _____

Sutton & de Diveira 1995 _____ +.15 

Riordan 1985 +.13 _____ 

Brutsaert 1998 +.10 _____ 

Bryk & Thum 1989 +.10 _____ 

Marsh  1991 +.10 _____ 

Alexander & Pallas 1985 +.08 _____ 

Willms 1985 +.05 _____ 

Hoffer 1997 +.04 _____ 

Coleman, Hoffer, & Kilgore 1982 +.03 +.10 

Lee & Smith 1995 +.03  

Willms 1982 +.03 _____ 

Morgan 1983 +.02 +.04 

Noell 1982 +.02 _____ 

Carpenter 1985 +.02 _____ 

Sassenrath, Croce, & Penaloza 1984 +.00 _____ 

Schneider 1965 +.00 _____ 

Young & Fraser 1990 +.00 _____ 

Bodenhausen 1989 -.01 +.10 

Payne & Ford 1977 -.07 _____ 
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.05 level of probability. In addition, the Protestant student advantage over 
public school students was not statistically signifi cant. There were no non-
standardized data from those studies that distinguished only between Catholic 
and non-Catholic private schools. 

Table 3 indicates the effects for students attending Catholic, Protestant, 
and non-Catholic private schools using Model B. The results indicate that 
excluding those studies that included variables in their analysis that tended to 
also capture some of the infl uence of religious schools raised the effect sizes 
for overall achievement for both Catholic and Protestant schools by .02 of a 
standard deviation to .19 and .21 for Catholic and Protestant school students, 
respectively. The effect sizes for academic achievement also rose for Catholic 
and Protestant school students by .02 standard deviation units to .18 and .26 
of a standard deviation unit. However, Protestant, mostly Evangelical, school 
students maintained a .08 advantage over their Catholic school counterparts. 
The difference between these two regression coeffi cients was still statistically 
signifi cant at the .05 level of probability. The use of Model B did not infl u-
ence the results for non-standardized measures.

Regarding the research question D, there were no statistically signifi cant 
differences between the results presented thus far and those that emerged 
when adjusting for the quality of the study, randomization, the year of the 
study, or the age of the students.
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Table 4 lists the standardized achievement test results by subject (read-
ing, mathematics, and other subjects) using Model B. Consistent, with the 
standardized achievement test results mentioned earlier, Protestant school 
students possessed an advantage over their counterparts in Catholic schools. 
Nevertheless, the differences between Catholic and non-Catholic school stu-
dents were not statistically signifi cant. However, all three groups of students 
maintained a consistent advantage over public school students.

Discussion

The results indicate that Catholic and Protestant school students have about the 
same academic advantage over their counterparts in public schools. However, 
the pattern of more specifi c academic measures is quite different. Protestant 
school students did better on academic tests than did Catholic school stu-
dents. However, Catholic students did better than Protestant school students 
on non-standardized measures.

The results of this meta-analysis suggest that Catholic and Protestant 
school educators can learn from one another. These fi ndings may indicate that 
students from Protestant, mostly Evangelical, schools may obtain a broader 
range of knowledge than their counterparts in Catholic schools. However, 
Catholic school students, given that they are less likely than children in 
Protestant schools to be held back and more likely to take demanding cours-
es, may function in a more supportive environment than Protestant school 

Table 3 

Effect Sizes of Catholic, Protestant, and Non-Catholic Private Schools Using Model B 

Overall
educational
outcomes 

Achievement 
tests

Other
measures 

Catholic .19**
(.08, .30) 

.18** a b

(.07, .29) 
.18* a

(.02, .34) 

Protestant .21**
(.07, .35) 

.26** a 

(.07, .45) 
.10 a 

Non-Catholic private schools .21** 
(.07, .35) 

.21** b 

(.07, .35) 
NA

Note. *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001; ****p<.0001
a or b—Effect sizes are statistically significant from the corresponding regression 
coefficient from other category with the same letter 
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students. Hopefully, these results will encourage greater communication and 
cooperation between Christian educators.

To the degree that Catholic and other religious schools may have a some-
what different set of strengths, it would be benefi cial for both groups to learn 
from each other. In fact, given that different kinds of Christian schools, in 
particular, have similar goals and perspectives, the potential for learning from 
each other is enhanced. A growing number of religious leaders are calling on 
Catholic and Protestant churches and schools to collaborate more closely on 
a copious number of issues (Kelly, 1981; Lynch, 1998; Reimer, 2004). The 
idea behind these exhortations is that the Christian community can become 
more effi cacious and puissant if cooperation is enhanced. There is a grow-
ing awareness among religious leaders and educators that both Catholics and 
Protestants will benefi t if each group focuses on the good of the Christian 
community as a whole rather than directing too much attention only on the 
welfare of its nationwide membership (Kelly, 1981; Lynch, 1998; Reimer, 
2004). Moreover, to the extent that Catholics and Protestants cooperate with 
the goal of building better schools, not only will the Christian community 
benefi t, but the entire nation and the world will reap advantages as well.

If, in fact, Catholic and Protestant school educators can learn from one 
another it is conceivable that the scholastic futures of both groups may be 
enhanced. This is particularly true regarding the potential for school choice. 

Table 4 

Effect Sizes of Catholic, Protestant, and Non-Catholic Private Schools Using Model B 

Standardized achievement tests 

Reading Math Other

Catholic .18** a b

(.01, .35) 
.17* a

(.01, .33) 
.16* a

(.01, .31) 

Protestant .27* a 

(.02, .52) 
.29** a 

(.08, .50) 
.23* a 

(.02, .44) 

Non-Catholic private schools .21*
(.03, .39) 

.22*
(.04, .40) 

.20*
(.02, .38) 

 Note.    *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001; ****p<.0001
a or b- Effect sizes are statistically significant from the corresponding regression 
coefficient from other category with the same letter. 



268        Catholic Education / December 2008

To the extent that Catholic and Protestant educators learn from one another, 
the religious school advantage over their public school counterparts may in-
crease. Consequently, this could improve the public’s perception of school 
choice. An improved public perception of school choice could enhance the 
likelihood that choice programs will emerge in subsequent years. This could 
be a boon for Christian education’s future in America. 

As it stands now, many Catholic educators in particular are concerned 
about the fi nancial plight of numerous parochial schools residing in inner 
cities and in poor rural areas (Borja & Branscom, 2005; Connell, 2000). 
Unfortunately, over the last decade or more many of these schools have had 
to close because of lack of resources or low enrollment (Borja & Branscom, 
2005; Connell, 2000). Educators hypothesize that many Americans are fi nd-
ing it increasingly diffi cult concurrently to pay for local school taxes and 
private school tuition (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Jeynes, 2000, 2007; Jeynes & 
Naylor, 2007; Lawton, 2001). A logical solution to this quandary is to initiate 
an abundance of school choice programs that will offer Americans either a 
tax break or a voucher to facilitate sending their children to Christian schools 
(Chubb & Moe, 1990; Jeynes, 2000, 2007; Jeynes & Naylor, 2007; Lawton, 
2001). To the extent that Catholic and Protestant schools can work in concert 
to improve their schools and develop a common strategy to promote school 
choice programs, not only will these religious schools receive fi nancial suc-
cor but also the broader American education system will benefi t, because 
more children will be attending high-quality Christian schools.

Limitations of Conclusions

One should keep in mind that although this analysis indicates that students 
from Catholic and Protestant schools demonstrate different patterns in achieve-
ment, one should note that there is a great diversity in both Catholic and 
Protestant schools (Hunt, 2000; Welch, Sikkink, Sartain, & Bond, 2004). This 
fact is especially ostensible in the case of Protestant schools because there 
are many different denominations that rest under the umbrella of what social 
scientists call Protestant schools (Hunt, 2000; Welch et al., 2004). Beyond 
this, labels common among Protestants, such as born-again Christians and 
Evangelicals, sponsor a large number of schools that transcend denomina-
tional lines. Concurrently, one can also argue that Catholic schools possess a 
substantial degree of diversity (Hunt, 2000; Welch et al., 2004). For example, 
Catholic schools in largely Irish and Italian sections of the Northeast are con-
siderably different from Catholic schools with large percentages of Hispanic 
students in the Southwest (Hunt, 2000).
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In addition, large data sets such as the National Education Longitudinal 
Study (NELS) data set, a highly respected nationally representative student 
data set from which many of these studies were drawn, generally do not dis-
tinguish between most of the major denominations within Protestantism. 
Consequently, although one can argue from this research that there are 
certain academic truths that Catholics and Protestants can learn from each 
other generally, it is diffi cult to extend this fi nding to specifi c schools. It is 
important to remember that data from nationwide data sets refl ect nation-
al trends and are not situation specifi c or even denominationally specifi c, at 
least when it comes to Protestant schools (Welch et al., 2004). Data from 
the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) does distinguish 
between Protestant groups, such as Baptists and Lutherans, to some extent 
(Perie, Vanneman, & Goldstein, 2005). The NAEP results from 2000-2005 
indicate that Lutheran school students, which are quite numerous, somewhat 
outperform other Catholic and Protestant school students. Moreover, if one 
excludes Lutheran schools from the analysis, Catholic school students some-
what outperform other Protestant school students. Although these fi ndings are 
somewhat helpful in understanding denominational differences, they prob-
ably do not add as much insight as it might appear. Lutheran schools are most 
numerous in the northern Midwest, which generally possesses the highest 
average achievement test scores, and the remaining Protestant denominations 
are often strongest in the South, where achievement test scores are lower than 
the national average (Snyder, Tan, & Hoffman, 2006). Hence, the advantage 
of going to a Lutheran school in the North versus a public school in the same 
area may be no greater than attending a Catholic or other Protestant school.

Finally, one should also note that in a meta-analysis one is limited to 
studying the specifi c variables that the researchers chose to include in each 
study. Although in nearly every study the researchers included variables such 
as SES, gender, and race, there were certain variables such as geographical 
location and specifi c denomination that were of interest but could not be ad-
dressed in this meta-analysis.

The Need to Meet, Collaborate, and Exchange Ideas

Although the extent to which Catholic and Protestant schools differ likely 
varies by Protestant denomination and geographical location, the fi ndings of 
this study encourage greater dialogue and collaboration among those of the 
Catholic and Protestant faiths in regard to improving educational outcomes. 
Increasingly, Catholics and Protestants have learned that they can fi nd more 
common ground than they previously realized in addressing the nation’s moral 
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ills, standing for truth and justice, and improving life for the homeless and 
those dwelling in the inner city (Hoffman & Miller, 1997; “Religious Right,” 
2000; Welsh, 2004). It is logical that both Catholics and Protestants would 
have much to gain if they collaborated more in education. Some sugges-
tions for dialogue and collaboration include regularly visiting one another’s 
schools, joint Catholic-Protestant conferences on how to improve education, 
and collaboration in academic research in order to maximize educational and 
behavioral outcomes. To the extent that this is done, it would seem that a win-
win situation would result.

The Need for Further Research

Given that there has been relatively little research comparing the outcomes, 
cultures, and strengths of Catholic and Protestant schools, it is hoped that this 
paper will enhance the likelihood of future endeavors in this sphere. Further 
research that examines both the similarities and differences in education-
al philosophy, pedagogy, and principles of classroom management will no 
doubt strengthen the practice of religious education. This study should foster 
further research to examine the differing patterns of achievement. A number 
of questions can be addressed, including the following: Do these differences 
hold across all or most Catholic dioceses and different Protestant denomina-
tions? Are some of the differences explained by the geographical location of 
the schools examined? Are there somewhat different philosophies of educa-
tion that explain these differences between Catholic and Protestant schools?

In future research, social scientists would be wise to focus on helping to 
explain the reasons for the Catholic and Protestant school student academic 
advantages over their public school counterparts. Recent research has con-
tributed to the research community’s understanding of why religious schools, 
broadly defi ned, in America yield higher scholastic results than do public 
schools (Jeynes, 2002c). However, it is conceivable that there are different 
strengths in the Protestant and Catholic rubrics that nevertheless yield similar 
academic advantages. Moreover, given the diversity among Protestant schools, 
future research should also address whether there are different strengths and 
weaknesses that are present among these various kinds of schools. To be sure, 
a considerable list of similarities will emerge in the results because Catholics 
and Protestants often have similar worldviews and educational paradigms. 
Nevertheless, if one is to contribute to maximizing the benefi t of Catholic and 
Protestant educators learning from one another, researchers should seek to dis-
cern the differences as well. Throughout all these new efforts, if there emerges 
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a new sense of collaboration that seeks to maximize mutual benefi t, religious 
education will no doubt become even more effi cacious than it is today.
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