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S
UPPLEMENTAL edu-
cational services, as leg-
islated in the No Child
Left Behind (NCLB)
Act of 2001, must be
made available to stu-
dents in low-perform-
ing Title I schools. Al-

though we have just completed the
fourth year since implementation be-
gan, a handful of evaluations are be-
ginning to present a few common
themes.

The federal out-of-school tutoring
program features free-market strategies
promoted by the Bush Administra-
tion: parental choice, money following
individual students, and the privatiza-
tion of educational delivery. Created in
response to low standardized-test scores, the require-
ment for supplemental educational services also re-
flects NCLB’s lack of interest in the wider goals of
public schools or students’ school experiences. Just as
NCLB has forced high-poverty schools to narrow their
academic offerings to ensure that students make “ade-
quate yearly progress” in English and math,1 the two
subjects currently tested, the supplemental services pro-

vision extends this narrowed educational agenda into
students’ out-of-school hours.

After-school programs had already begun a rapid ex-
pansion before NCLB, partly as a result of President
Clinton’s 21st Century Community Learning Centers
and partly because of concerns about rising numbers of
latchkey children and increasing crime rates in the hours
between 3 p.m. and 6 p.m. There was also growing aware-
ness that the poor were concentrated in inner cities and
that regular classroom hours were too few to impart the
academic, developmental, and social skills necessary to
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help many low-income children move out of poverty.
At the upper ends of the range of income and wealth,
competition for college entrance was fueling a thriv-
ing tutoring industry on the lookout for new markets.
With about $2.6 billion of the $13 billion in Title I
funds potentially usable for supplemental services, the
new federal program was a boon to the private tutor-
ing industry and to nonprofits already providing tutor-
ing.

As with vouchers, which were on the conservative
agenda when supplemental services emerged as a com-
promise initiative, money for supplemental services fol-
lows the student. That is, a Title I school designated in
need of improvement must inform its students of avail-
able tutoring and reimburse the supplemental services
provider that each student chooses.2 School spending
for tutoring varies widely, depending on a school’s Title
I allotment, the number of students using supplemental
services, and providers’ hourly rates. However, costs for
supplemental services have risen steadily over the past

four years, reaching an average of more than $1,400
per student in 2004, which is two to three times the
cost of Title I comprehensive schoolwide programs.3

Given the current 20% cap on the use of Title I funds
for supplemental services and choice-related transpor-
tation, districts estimate that they can serve about a fifth
of all eligible children with available Title I funds, though
urban districts estimate that they can pay for only 18%.4

The percentage is still lower in large, high-poverty dis-
tricts: Los Angeles, for instance, can serve 16% of those
eligible with existing Title I funds.5

So far, however, enrollment in supplemental services
nationwide remains low. According to the most recent
estimate by the U.S. Department of Education (ED),
only 233,000 or 11% of the two million eligible stu-
dents are enrolled nationwide.6 Moreover, a new report
from the Government Accountability Office (GAO) finds
that 20% of districts required to offer supplemental
services had no students enrolled. The majority of these
were rural or had fewer than 2,500 students.7 In the 299
districts surveyed by the Center on Education Policy

(CEP) in 2005-06, 20% of eligible students took ad-
vantage of supplemental services. However, extremely
low percentages of eligible students enrolling in sup-
plemental services have been reported in Houston (3%)
and Philadelphia (5%).8 In Los Angeles, 32,500 or 11%
of all eligible students are enrolled in supplemental
services, but 318,000 students participate in various
academic intervention programs before or after school
or on Saturdays.9

If students and their families have been slow to seize
the opportunity for out-of-school tutoring, districts and
schools have not always fully promoted supplemental
services, in part because NCLB allows schools to use
unspent Title I funds in other ways. Not surprisingly,
providers have accused districts and schools of a range
of obstructionist tactics, including withholding infor-
mation from parents, using obtuse bureaucratic lan-
guage to tell parents about opportunities for supple-
mental services, creating obstacles to parents signing
up, limiting the number of supplemental services slots

before the 20% cap is reached, and making it difficult
for providers to work in their schools. However, ac-
cording to the GAO, about half of all districts do not
notify parents in a timely manner, in part because they
themselves experience delays in receiving school im-
provement results from their states.10 Nor do all pub-
lic school administrators resist supplemental services.
In New York City, for example, some administrators
were accused of giving out parents’ phone numbers and
other confidential information in return for favors from
providers.11 Glossing over the contradictory tempta-
tions built into supplemental services, an implemen-
tation guide from ED asks districts to “embrace the
spirit” of supplemental services and to “set a positive
tone.”12

According to the CEP, which has conducted four an-
nual reviews of supplemental services, 54% of all state-
approved providers were profit-making companies in
2005-06, 21% were nonprofits not affiliated with a re-
ligious group, and 9% were districts, with the remainder
divided among other public entities (7%), private or-
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ganizations with religious affiliations (5%), and other
types of organizations (3%).13 ED, which has made spe-
cial efforts to engage faith-based organizations in pro-
viding tutoring, reports that 9% of providers have re-
ligious affiliations.14

Clearly, urban districts with heterogeneous student
populations, each of which must score at a proficient
level on state tests, have the greatest difficulty making
AYP. Not surprisingly, 40% of all urban districts are
required to offer supplemental services. While provid-
ing their own tutoring services has been a way for dis-
tricts to control costs, there has been a precipitous de-
cline in the percentage of urban district providers —
from 43% in 2002-03 to 13% in 2004-05 — largely
because NCLB forbids districts that have not made
AYP from acting as supplemental services providers.15

Whatever sense it makes to punish urban districts by
withholding the opportunity to manage the tutoring
program, NCLB allows certified teachers working in
the districts’ schools — who have presumably taught
many of the same students — to work for the non-
profits and companies that provide supplemental serv-
ices. In fact, a number of large urban districts that did
not make AYP — Anchorage, Boston, Chicago, Dayton,
Los Angeles, Memphis, and New York, among others
— have negotiated, or are currently negotiating, with ED
to offer their own supplemental services programs.16

CHOOSING SUPPLEMENTAL SERVICES

NCLB mandates that, within Title I schools, sup-
plemental services be directed to students in academic
trouble. But pressure to accelerate enrollment in sup-
plemental services has led districts and schools to offer
tutoring to all low-income students. For example, the
Los Angeles Unified School District has made clear
that, until the district runs short of money, any inter-
ested student qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch
can receive tutoring.17 By contrast, in Chicago, where
the district has engaged in a series of confrontations
with private providers and the federal government, the
Chicago Public Schools found that students receiving
tutoring performed at a lower level than their Title I
peers.18

And what choices in tutoring services do these stu-
dents and their families have? Approximately 2,000
providers offer supplemental services nationwide, and
the numbers have been growing exponentially each year.
In 2004, parents were reportedly able to select on aver-
age nine providers per district; the number more than

doubled to 20 choices per district in 2005.19 But while
some districts report a glut of providers, others have
too few, or ones whose services don’t match their stu-
dents’ needs. The CEP found that, in 42% of the dis-
tricts it surveyed, none of the providers could serve stu-
dents with disabilities, and in 51% of the districts, none
could serve English-language learners.20 There are also
typically fewer providers for middle and high school
students than for elementary school students.21

Regardless of the choices available, geography tends
to limit the options from which parents are likely to
choose. The two or three providers to which schools re-
fer their students — including the district-run program,
when available — most often operate in the school
building or a nearby community center. Although some
tutoring companies offer transportation, the wisdom
of the industry is that few students are likely to travel
beyond their neighborhood.22

NCLB’s ideal of offering a range of tutoring choices
is further compromised by the tendency of supplemental
services providers to require a minimum number of stu-
dents at each site — it simply makes better economic
sense to offer tutoring to a large population in a single
school than to a few students in each of several schools.
This obviously coincides with the interests of a prin-
cipal, for whom it is easier to host and monitor one or
two providers than to manage multiple nonprofits and
companies, each with its own schedule and rules for
handling personnel and students.

The CEP reports that the percentage of providers
used by families is actually going down; only 34% of
providers listed by districts served students in 2004-
05. Sometimes, no parent had selected the providers
(parents without computers could not use an online
tutoring service), and sometimes the providers backed
out when too few students enrolled or the schools were
too “remote.”23 Though discussions of supplemental
services have emphasized the number of choices avail-
able to students, the more important issue is whether
differences between tutoring programs are meaning-
ful.

INSIDE THE SUPPLEMENTAL SERVICES CLASSROOM 

About half of all current private providers of sup-
plemental services report having offered after-school
programs before 2001,24 yet we know little about their
programs or how they have affected student learning.
Do the companies whose television ads have become so
familiar offer students eligible for supplemental serv-
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ices the same computers and attentive female tutors
pictured in the ads featuring children who suddenly
love school? What do different supplemental services
arrangements feel like to students who are adding an-
other hour or two at the beginning or end of their school
day? What is their attention like, their capacity for learn-
ing? What methods and activities work best in the late
afternoon hours, which is when most tutoring occurs?
Does the supplemental services curriculum dovetail
with the instruction students are receiving in school,
and should it? And does a student who has struggled

to learn math in the classroom get to try a new instruc-
tional method that might better suit his or her strengths?

According to federal guidelines, states are to select
only those providers whose instruction is “research-
based” and focused on improving achievement, and
they are to take any provider off the approved list that
fails to improve student achievement for two years.
However, ED reports that, as of early 2005, “15 states
had not established any monitoring processes, 25 states
had not yet established any standards for evaluating
provider effectiveness, and none had finalized their
evaluation standards.”25 In its fourth annual report on
NCLB, the CEP noted for the first time that four states
had removed providers for quality issues, but it added
that most states remained unclear about their author-
ity to do so. According to the GAO, though some states
are in the process of evaluating the effect of supple-
mental services on student achievement, “none has pro-
vided a conclusive assessment of this effect.”26

If diminishing NCLB funds and a federal policy
climate that stresses deregulation have been obstacles
to implementing clear systems of supplemental serv-
ices oversight, states have also had to grapple with con-
troversies surrounding “effective” reading and math
programs. Moreover, the federal supplemental services
program was inaugurated at a time when research was
at best inconclusive about the impact of out-of-school
instruction on student achievement. An evaluation of
the 21st Century Community Learning Centers found
no achievement effects.27 In fact, some evidence sug-

gests that effective after-school programs combine aca-
demic experiences with social and developmental ac-
tivities and that, because what is most important for
students is active participation, a structural alignment
of in-school and after-school programs may actually
limit student learning.28

In a study conducted for the Education Industry
Association, supplemental services providers report that
tutoring generally takes place in small groups of fewer
than 10 students, and about a quarter of all providers
offer one-on-one sessions.29 But there are also online

classes, some of which are directed from as far away as
India. Although NCLB mandates “highly qualified”
teachers for every classroom during the school day,
the law is silent about qualifications for tutors. Most
tutors are certified teachers, but some are college grad-
uates without teaching experience, and 7% are high
school students. Some, but not all, providers prepare
their tutors to work with their instructional programs
— preparation ranges from four to 20 hours. Some,

Because students simultaneously attend their public schools and after-
school tutoring, the question of whether — and how much — supplemental
services improve student achievement is not easy to untangle. 
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but not all, providers evaluate their tutors.30

We also know that some states ask providers to
align their programs with state standards and that in
some cities providers must give classroom teachers copies
of student learning plans. But the GAO reports that,
in 40% of districts, few or no providers contacted teach-
ers in 2004-05.31 Moreover, there are no mechanisms
for teachers to let providers know the help their stu-
dents need.32

Student attendance at tutoring sessions is irregular,
with attendance averaging 50% — fairly typical for
after-school programs.33 Because districts generally pay
providers on the basis of attendance, reported partici-
pation rates have been a source of controversy between
districts and providers.34 To increase student attendance,
60% of for-profits and 50% of nonprofits offer incen-
tives, including computers, basketball tickets, and gift
certificates, according to the Education Industry As-
sociation. However, providers report that incentives
have little effect on attendance and recommend against
the strategy.35 Completion rates for semesterlong pro-
grams are also relatively low: in New York City, where
data were analyzed for the 32 community school dis-
tricts, completion rates ranged from a low of 6% to a
high of 61%.36

Because students simultaneously attend their pub-
lic schools and after-school tutoring, the question of
whether — and how much — supplemental services
improve student achievement is not easy to untangle.
Public schools, with a potential for 30 instructional
hours weekly, are at least as likely to contribute to the
progress that providers measure through pre- and post-
tests as supplemental services providers, with at most
two to six hours a week, are to contribute to the annual
improvements in public school achievement measured
by states and districts.

Any study of the effects of after-school programs
must estimate what the outcomes would have been for
the same students had they not attended. Yet, even with
the best study design, it is extremely difficult to estab-
lish control groups that do not show selection bias, be-
cause choosing to attend an after-school program is it-
self an indication of student motivation and parents’
educational and social-class background.

When the Chicago Public Schools (CPS) did not
make AYP and so lost ED approval for offering tutor-
ing, the district conducted an evaluation of supplement-
al services to make its case for being allowed to continue
as a provider. Evaluators compared test-score gains of
60,000 students receiving tutoring in 2004-05 with

those of low-income students who were eligible for sup-
plemental services but did not enroll. We don’t know
how students were targeted for supplemental services,
but tutored students began the year with lower scores
in both English and math. Although attendance report-
ing was considered “at best problematic,” eligible stu-
dents who were assumed to have received at least 40 hours
of tutoring (out of 80) had higher gains than those eli-
gible students who had not been tutored. Students re-
ceiving at least 40 hours of tutoring had slightly higher
reading-score gains for the year (1.11) than eligible un-
tutored students (1.03) or the citywide average (1.06).
In math, tutored students gained .97 over the course
of the year, more than untutored eligible students
(.92) but less than the citywide gain (1.01).

The CPS study also compared costs and gains across
17 providers, including the district. Students receiving
tutoring from any of seven providers, including CPS,
had higher reading-score gains than the district average;
though costs were unrelated to test scores, they ranged
from a low of $6 an hour (CPS) to more than $27. The
researchers determined that CPS and two for-profit com-
panies were the most cost-effective.

As much as we need similar quantitative studies from
other districts, including those that follow students over
more than one year, we also need program observations
that allow us to understand what supplemental services
classrooms look like over time and how children ex-
perience tutoring. As it stands, expectations for sup-
plemental services appear low. State and district offi-
cials responding to CEP’s fourth-year survey were gen-
erally “skeptical” about the effects of supplemental serv-
ices, with only a “handful” (10% of all district respond-
ents) believing that tutoring is important to improving
achievement. 

WHAT STUDENTS NEED

NCLB requires low-performing Title I schools to use
existing federal funds to extend the school day for chil-
dren who want extra instructional time. Though these
schools lose control of how their Title I dollars are used,
they remain responsible for getting their students to
make AYP.

Despite four years of supplemental services and hun-
dreds of millions of dollars spent on out-of-school tutor-
ing, we still know little about the effects of tutoring on
student achievement, the single purported goal of the
federal program. We do know that competition for Title
I funds has caused both private providers and public
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school staff members to engage in illegal practices. We
also know that states and districts have been slow to de-
velop oversight and have asked the federal government
for help. As is often the case in an unregulated climate,
however, the burgeoning education industry has seen
the advantage of regulating itself. In November 2005,
the Education Industry Association published a code
of ethics that, in an ironic turn, it now suggests states
should adopt. If weeding out corruption from supple-
mental services is enough, then, thanks to business, we
are on the right track.

Those responsible for administering supplemental
services have promised to keep an eye on results, leav-
ing schools — or, in this case, tutoring providers — to
work out the process. But we already understand how
high-stakes assessments in English and math have nar-
rowed the in-school curriculum, particularly in high-
poverty schools where student performance is likely
to be low. Though our nation’s most fragile children
certainly deserve a better education than is generally
available to them, it is hard to fathom that another few
hours of disconnected English or math will meet that
need.
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