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Key Points

This study explores whether a “fit” between
school and student matters for educational
outcomes. It particularly evaluates whether
religious schools provide any special advantage
for students paired to schools of their same
religion (matched students).

Using US data from the National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97), this paper
estimates a religious match effect through
the difference in standardized test scores
for matched students, after controlling for
other variables.

* A match effect is a finding that a school has a

positive effect for particular students only, or
that one aspect of its excellence is dependent
on being matched with the right students. This
is separate from the general effect experienced
by all students who study at a school.

There are statistically significant advantages for
such matched pairings. Matched students in
the NLSY97 outperformed unmatched peers
in raw comparisons by 14 to 19 percentile
points. After controlling for other sources
of variation, such as household income and

e These findings

family structure, matched students in the
NLSY97 outperformed their unmatched
peers by 5 to 9 percentile points. In both
independent Catholic and independent
non-Catholic religious schools, matched
students outperformed unmatched students
by a sizable margin.

suggest that educational
pluralism may be productive: matching
religious students to religious schools that are
a “good fit” may lead to better outcomes and
create particular value for them, their own
faith community, and society in general. A
public-policy environment that allows for such
pairing may be in the public’s best interest and

should be further explored.
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