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Motivation

• Parents’ choices govern the success of school choice initiatives

→ Evidence is mixed about parents’ valuation of school effectiveness
(Rothstein 2006, Abdulkadiroglu et al. 2020, Beurmann et al. 2021, Campos and Kearns 2022)
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Motivation

• Parents’ choices govern the success of school choice initiatives

• Imperfect information makes it challenging to infer preferences from observed choices

→ A large body of evidence suggests information disparities loom large
( Hastings and Weinstein 2008, Andrabi et al. 2017, Corcoran et al. 2018, Ainsworth et al. 2022)

→ Heuristics may distort choices
( Rothstein 2006, Abdulkadiroglu et al. 2020)

→ Open Question: What do parents value?
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Motivation

• Parents’ choices govern the success of school choice initiatives

• Imperfect information makes it challenging to infer preferences from observed choices

• We know very little about what families actually know

→ Are they aware of school and peer quality?

→ Are their beliefs biased?

→ Open Question: What do parents know?
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Motivation

• Parents’ choices govern the success of school choice initiatives

• Imperfect information makes it challenging to infer preferences from observed choices

• We know very little about what families actually know

• We know even less about factors mediating choices and their implications

→ Social interactions and networks potentially mediate school quality gaps

→ Social learning is important to consider in value-added-oriented campaigns

→ Open Question: How important are social interactions in the school choice process?
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Motivation

• Parents’ choices govern the success of school choice initiatives

• Imperfect information makes it challenging to infer preferences from observed choices

• We know very little about what families actually know

• We know even less about factors mediating choices and their implications

• This paper: Jointly study the role of information, preferences, and social interactions in education markets
and provide evidence on open questions
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This paper

• Questions/objectives:

1. What parents know: Are parents’ beliefs about school and peer quality systematically biased?
2. What parents value: What do parents value when informed about both peer and school quality?
3. Factors mediating choices: Do social interactions matter in the school choice process?
4. Peaking into the black box: What do information interventions really identify? Salience vs. information

updating
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3. Factors mediating choices: Do social interactions matter in the school choice process?
4. Peaking into the black box: What do information interventions really identify? Salience vs. information

updating

• Setting: Los Angeles Zones of Choice (ZOC) markets

→ 53 middle schools feed into 16 separate high school markets

→ ∼22,000 students part of the experimental sample

→ Two experimental waves, 2019 and 2021

→ Intervention occurs during the pre-established application cycle
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This paper

• Questions/objectives:

1. What parents know: Are parents’ beliefs about school and peer quality systematically biased?
2. What parents value: What do parents value when informed about both peer and school quality?
3. Factors mediating choices: Do social interactions matter in the school choice process?
4. Peaking into the black box: What do information interventions really identify? Salience vs. information

updating

• Setting: Los Angeles Zones of Choice (ZOC) markets

• Design: Information provision experiment with a few additional features

→ Elicit beliefs about peer and school quality at baseline

→ Distribute information about peer quality and school quality

→ Spillover design allows us to infer the empirical relevance of social interactions
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Preview of Results

Evidence on Biases

1. Parents underestimate (pessimistic) school quality and overestimate (optimistic) peer quality

2. Substantial variation in school and peer quality bias

Changes in Demand

3. Families systematically shift their choices toward more effective (higher VA) schools

4. Decomposition: Salience impacts account for most of the changes in choices

Social Interactions and Implications

5. Indirectly treated families react in the same way as treated families (evidence of social interactions shaping
demand)

6. Treatment effects (direct and spillover) depend on critical mass of parents receiving information
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Related Literature

1. Parents’ Preferences
Rothstein 2006, Cullen et al. 2006, Harris 2015, Burgess et al. 2015, Abdulkadiroglu et al. 2020, Ainsworth et al. 2022,
Beuermann et al. 2022
Contribution: Use information provision to isolate changes in preferences

2. Information (or lacktherof) in education markets
Hastings and Weinstein 2008, Andrabi et al. 2017, Allende et al. 2019, Corcoran et al. 2018, Haaland et al. 2021, Arteaga et al.
2022, Cohodes et al. 2022

Contributions:

→ Collect information about beliefs and randomize two measures of quality
→ Decompose treatment effects into salience and information updating channels

3. Social interactions
Becker 1974, Banerjee 1992, Sasaki and Toda 1996, Bertrand et al. 2000, Manski 2000, Brock and Durlauf 2002, Durlauf
2004, Allende 2019, Billings et al. 2019, Breza and Chandrasekhar 2019, Golub et al. 2020, Banerjee et al. 2021 Cox et al.
2021, Leshno 2021
Contribution: Empirical relevance of externality occurring at the preference formation stage
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Roadmap

1. Setting and Experiment Design

2. Reduced Form Evidence

3. Survey Evidence: AG and IA Bias

4. Impacts on Utility Weights

→ Simple school choice model with beliefs

→ Decomposition of utility weight impacts

5. Implications
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Setting: Zones of Choice

• ZOC is a neighborhood-based public school choice program

• Sixteen mutually exclusive high school markets within Los Angeles

→ Catchment areas combined to create neighborhood-based markets

→ Families’ choice sets are fixed and specific to their neighborhood

→ Segregated in terms of race/ethnicity and SES Map

• I intervene in middle schools that feed into different markets

→ Students enrolled in a feeder middle school apply to a particular ZOC market

→ Most families and students first learn about the program in eighth grade

→ Useful stage to intervene with information before families submit applications

• Applications contain a rank-ordered list and assignments are centralized
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ZOC neighborhoods are mostly classified as low mobility by Chetty et al. (2018)

Share born in census tract that reach the 
top quintile of the income distribution by 
adulthood
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Design: Timeline

1. Baseline Survey: Early September

→ Distributed in the classroom and via text message

→ Include a video that teaches families about the differences between school and peer quality

→ Baseline beliefs and preferences

2. Information provision: Late September

→ Cross-randomize school and peer quality

School quality is estimated school value-added reported as a percentile rank
Peer quality is a measure of average test scores reported as a percentile rank

→ Treatment-specific videos that help families understand the information

3. Applications cycle: October-November
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School and Peer Quality De€nition

Yij = � j + ai

� � j is school j mean potential outcome

� ai is mean-zero student ability

Estimation and Validation:

Yi = � 0 +
X

j

� j D ij + 
 0X i + ui

� D ij are school j enrollment indicators

� ai = 
 0X i + ui with X i containing baseline covariates and lagged test scores

� Model parameters estimated via OLS; use lotteries to validate OLS estimates Evidence
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School and Peer Quality De€nition

Peer and School Quality De€nition:

�Yj = � j|{z}
School Quality Component

+ � 0 �X j| {z}
P eer Quality Component

(1)

� School Quality is referred to asAchievement Growth and is de€ned as

QS
j = int

�
rank(�̂ j )

J
� 100

�

� Peer Quality is referred to asIncoming Achievement and is de€ned as

QP
j = int

�
rank(�̂ 0 �X j )

J
� 100

�

� Peer and school quality are positively correlated Evidence
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Baseline Survey

Survey Goals:

� Collect information on families' Incoming Achievement (IA) and Achievement Growth (AG) beliefs

� Obtain a baseline rank-ordering of schools in their speci€c choice set

� Ask families' about their opinions on different school attributes

Challenges:

� How do you elicit beliefs?

! School quality referred to achievement growthand peer quality referred to asincoming achievement

! Ask families to assess where schools in their choice set rank across all other schools in the district

! Is School A in the Top 10%, 80-90%, ...?

� Explaining the difference between test score value-added and test score levels is challenging

! Survey and treatment includes a companion video to help explain
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Companion Video

Watch Video

English

Spanish
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