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ABSTRACT
PARENTS’ VIEWS OF SCHOOL CHOICE: AN UNEXAMINED PERSPECTIVE
By
Courtney Ann Bell
Scholars, using rational choice theory, have made predictions about how parents

will behave given a more open market for schooling. The prediction that parents will
choose better schools has met with the reality that few parents actually move their
children out of failing schools. I argue that the poor predictive power of current models
is the result of methodological and theoretical problems. In order to address these
theoretical and methodological problems, this study took an interpretive stance toward
answering the question, “Why do parents choose particular schools for their children?”
The study also sought to address the more specific question, “Why do parents choose

failing schools for their children?”

The study was conducted in a large, Midwestern city in which the majority of
city residents are African-American. Over the course of eight months, 48 parents were
interviewed twice before their children began school in the fall and once afterward. The
group of parents was stratified by grade level (5™ or 8"), family income, and school status
(failing or non-failing). Modified analytic induction and descriptive statistics were used
to analyze different dimensions of the data.

This study shows that traditional explanations - disinterest, lack of information,
and constraints - don’t explain parents’ choice of failing schools. Having eliminated the
traditional explanations for choosing failing schools, I argue that we must investigate

parents’ preferences if we are to more accurately predict their behavior.



Through a case-based analysis of parents’ preferences, the study demonstrates
that preferences are bound by parents’ cultural understandings of their children, schools,
and communities. Four dimensions of parents’ preferences are critical to the choice
process: academic achievement, child development, school quality, and community. The
analyses show that preferences are not exogenous to choice models and ought not be
treated as such.

Based on the preference analysis, I propose a model that predicts parental choice
of schools. The model, which includes both preference and constraint variables, relies
heavily on revealed, rather than stated, preferences. Because the sample size is too small
to test, the model’s potential applicability is considered for different subsets of the
sample. Based on these analyses, I conclude that the model is a reasonable first step
toward more accurate predictions of parents’ choice behavior.

The study concludes that parents’ choices are not the unbounded, free-will, any-
school-you-desire, kind of choices that free market advocates suggest. Rather, parents’
choices are best understood within social and historical choice trajectories. These
trajectories, which rely on preferences, vary systematically. The implications of these

trajectories and their systematic differences are considered.
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This dissertation is dedicated to all of the children in this country who do not find

challenge, inspiration, and love behind the classroom door.
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Chapter One
Background and Theoretical Framework
Situating the Study

How we ever got the idea in this country of telling people where they had to go to

school, I’m not sure I know. I think it’s an aberration, an alien thought, really un-

American.

Lamar Alexander
Choice, Choice Everywhere

Choice is the mantra of the West. We choose where we live, we choose which car
we want to drive, we choose which fast food restaurant we will support. It is not
surprising that choice is so fundamental to our capitalist democracy. We view it as both
our responsibility and our right to choose. It is a part of our collective fiber.

Perhaps in response to, or perhaps in concert with, the collective commitment to
choice, scholars of all stripes have concerned themselves with choice for many years.
Philosophers wrestle with questions about the nature of choice. Psychologists consider
the cognitive demands and influences of choice. Economists investigate the results and
determinants of choice. From Descartes to Adam Smith, inquiries, essays, and
experiments about choice abound.

The Historical Background of School Choice

This study investigates a particularly contentious variety of choice - school
choice. School choice is not a new idea. According to Coons and Sugarman (1978), it
dates as far back as 1792 and Thomas Paine’s text, The Rights of Man. But the notion as

we know it now was popularized in Milton Friedman’s 1962 treatise on choice,



Capitalism and Freedom. Friedman & Friedman (1980) argued, “One way to achieve a
major improvement [in public schools], to bring learning back into the classroom...is to
give all parents greater control over their children’s schooling, similar to that which those
of us in the upper-income classes now have.” (p. 150). Friedman’s reference to the
choice upper-income parents have was a reference both to the choice enjoyed as a result
of being able to afford private and religious schools and the more common form of
choice, residential choice. Residential choice is the idea that parents choose schools
through the purchase of a home in a particular neighborhood. Friedman argued for
school choice on two grounds, both of which remain salient in the political arena today.
First he argued that all parents have the right to choose and we should support that right.
And second, he argued that choice would work as a reform strategy, improving the
overall quality of public schools.

The Argument for Choice. Building on Friedman’s assertions, contemporary
advocates argue that many of our schools, particularly those serving children of color and
poor children, are failing. Schools are not responsive to change for at least two reasons.
They are large bureaucratic organizations made up of complex structures that are meant
to frustrate concerted change (Chubb & Moe, 1991). They have a monopoly over
education (Hill, 1997). Together, these features result in an unresponsive institution with
a captive clientele. No matter how poorly a school performs, children appear at the front
door every fall. The children have no other choice. There is nowhere else for them to go.
Advocates argue that children should not be doomed to educational failure because of
where they live or because of lethargic, self-satisfied institutions. They argue that parents

need to be given the freedom to send their children to good schools, not simply the



neighborhood school. Parents, not government, should decide where children go to
school.

The argument for school choice conceptualizes parents as consumers. Advocates
argue that parents gather information about schools’ test scores, specialized programs,
and teachers (Armor & Peiser, 1997). Parents weigh the costs and benefits of attending
certain schools and “vote with their feet.” Advocates argue that, given the opportunity,
parents will choose academically superior schools. “Voting” will send market signals to
failing schools and those schools will be forced to close or fundamentally change.

This argument promises improvements for both parents and schools. Because
parents will choose schools they prefer, there is more likely to be a match between
families and schools. The empowerment that comes from choosing and the improved
match is likely to produce more satisfied and involved parents (Hill, 1997). Schools are
likely to improve because they will be forced, through competition, to be responsive to
parents’ concerns. Schools that are unable or refuse to respond will disappear and both
schools and parents will be better off.

The Arguments Against Choice. The critics of school choice have been unable to
unravel the intoxicating logic of choice, so it behooves us to parse that logic. It has three
parts: a statement of the problem (i.e., urban schools are failing), an assertion of parents’
behavior (i.e., they will choose the best schools for the children), and a set of deductive
hypothetical results (i.e., parents will be satisfied and bad schools will close or improve).
Generally, critics accept (or at least do not reject) the statement of the problem. They
acknowledge that there are some schools, particularly urban schools, which do not serve

children well. And for the most part, critics do not argue with the hypothetical benefits of



choice. It could produce more satisfied parents and improved schools. Instead, critics
focus their attention on parents’ behavior; behavior they describe as messy, human, and
constrained. In contrast to choice advocates, choice critics portray parents as social
actors rather than maximizing consumers.

Critics argue that parents will not behave in the ways advocates have argued. For
example, critics often take issue with the idea of parents choosing schools based
primarily on academic criteria. They argue that parents care about academics, but they
also care about other characteristics of schools such as location, the presence of their
children’s friends, or special non-academic features such as a marching band or a football
team. Based on their children’s interests and needs, parents may reasonably consider
different dimensions of schools and some parents may not consider academic dimensions
at all. Critics conclude that, if parents choose schools for non-academic reasons, the
argument falls apart and choice will not improve the educational system or the lives of
children.

Critics argue that, even if parents acted like consumers, there are practical
considerations that would not allow them to take advantage of choice. Transportation for
example, may limit options for low-income parents who have fewer resources to devote
to taking a child across town to a better school. Parents may lack the information
necessary to make an informed choice about schools. Information is costly to obtain. It
takes time and even when parents are able to locate information sources they often are
not user friendly and do not help parents sort through the complex, detailed information
provided by the source (e.g., the State of Michigan’s Standard and Poor’s school rating

website is one such source). Finally, social concerns might cause parents to stay in a



“less desirable” school. Wells (1993) found that parents are sensitive to sending their
children to schools in which they are the racial minority. They worry about their physical
and emotional safety in these unfamiliar environments. This is particularly important if
urban parents are supposed to use choice to send their children to wealthier, typically
more white, suburbs.

Finally, critics argue that ultimately, all parents will not choose schools. The
most involved, interested parents will use choice. Choice will select for the parents and
students who are most likely to agitate for change, thus leaving behind the children least
able to advocate for themselves (through their parents). Critics argue that the government
has a responsibility to attend to all children, not only the ones whose parents can advocate
for them. Choice, the critics argue, will further stratify an already unequal system by
allowing the government to abdicate its role in providing education for all children.

Parental Choice. School choice hinges on parental behavior. If parents don’t
choose “better” schools, choice simply does not work. Yet reports suggest that the logic
of advocates’ assertions is not without its paradoxes. Through choice, charters, magnet
schools, and vouchers, parents now have many more schools to choose from. And yet,
only a tiny percentage take advantage of these expanded choices. Many Florida parents
who used vouchers in September to remove their children from “failing” schools, have
now returned to those same schools (Grench, 2002). Schemo (2002) and Robelen (2002)
report that, of the 3.5 million children who are eligible under the No Child Left Behind
Act of 2001 (NCLB) to move out of failing schools, only two to three percent have done
so (NCLB, 2001). The national picture varies by region but is consistent: few parents

who are eligible to opt out of failing schools have done so (Asimov, 2003; Gupta, 2004;



Moses, 2004). If we are generous and assume that NCLB is new and more parents will
participate in the long term, we might predict that eventually 10-12% of parents will
move their children (quadrupling the numbers who participate now). This would still
mean that the vast majority of parents choose to leave their children in “failing” schools.
What explains this puzzling phenomenon?
Current Work

This study addresses the puzzle by investigating the question, “Why do parents
choose particular schools for their children?” Though research on parental choice has
touched upon this question, it has failed to help us understand what parents say and do.
The problems are both empirical and theoretical.

Empirical work on choice relies primarily on survey research (Armor & Peiser,
1997; Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2000; Witte, 2000), resulting in a surfeit of “single
shot case studies” (Campbell & Stanley, 1965). Although these data shed descriptive
light on important issues, they do not allow researchers to explore and understand the
dynamic, situated aspects of parental reasoning. Researchers are limited to asking
parents to retrospectively rank factors that influenced their choice of school (e.g.,
reputation, teachers, resources). The problems with self-report data and memory have
long been a topic of discussion among both social science researchers and biographers.
As Campbell and Stanley (1965) note, the data “provide very limited help, since the rival
sources of difference are so numerous”(p. 7).

In addition to the problems of cross-sectional data and hindsight bias, there is the
problem of process specification. Research on choice relies on a poorly specified choice

process. Bast and Walberg’s (2004) explanation of the how parents choose is



representative of the literature more generally. They say: “Parents choose schools for
their children based on costs and benefits (incentives), the availability of information, and
the presence of opportunities (choices)” (p.432). The authors then go on to specify the
incentives and costs of choosing the “right” or “wrong” schools, proposing that four
constructs (incentives, costs, availability of information, and choice opportunities) shape
behavior. But how those constructs shape behavior remains unspecified. Because much
of the choice literature relies on rational choice theory (RCT), the unstated assumption in
Bast and Walberg’s work (as in other’s) is that the choice process can be described as one
of utility maximization. Parents assign weights to the various costs and incentives
associated with a set of schools and then choose the school that is the best balance of
those weighted costs and preferences. But there are many ways to assign weights. How
do parents even come up with weights? And what does the human calculus that leads to
a “best balance” look like? What is the role of time in all of this weighting and
maximizing? Does it happen all at once? In stages? The straightforward statement that
parents choose based on incentives and costs does little to explain the choice process that
actually occurs. Thus, the surveys and interviews that form the backbone of the choice
literature largely treat the choice process as a black box, the internal workings of which
we know little.

One final empirical problem in the choice literature is its analytic reliance on
relativistic measures. The reliance on relativistic measures has provided little insight into
what parents say and what they do. Two common examples will illustrate the problem.
One of the main outcomes choice researchers measure is satisfaction. The idea is that

more satisfaction is an important choice outcome in and of itself. But there is a problem.



Rubinowitz and Rosenbaum (2000) explain, “Satisfaction is almost always relative.
While surveys usually ask questions about satisfaction as if it were an absolute, people
can only answer relative to what they know or expect” (p.129). The same logic applies to
survey questions that ask parents to rank factors influencing their desire to choose a
particular school. When most parents report they desire a “high quality” education or an
“academically challenging” school, this does little to help us understand parents’ lived
preferences. Again, parents can only define “high” or “challenging” as they understand
it, based on their experiences. Thus, given the relativistic nature of those labels, reporting
that parents are more satisfied or prefer high quality education does little to help us
empirically understand educational outcomes and parents’ preferences, respectively.

In addition to the empirical problems in the literature, there are also problems of
theory. Applying RCT to issues of school choice, researchers assume that parents value
“good” schools -- schools that have better academics. This assumption resonates with
research that suggests some parents select academically superior schools (Armor &
Peiser, 1997; David, West, & Ribbens, 1994; Witte, 2000). However, this assumption is
inconsistent with other research, including interview studies (Wells, 1993), evidence
from the United Kingdom (David, et. al, 1994; Woods, Bagley, & Glatter, 1998), and
accounts of parents’ behavior (Robelen, 2002; Schemo, 2002). Some parents do not
prefer what others might call the “best” school. For example, David et al. (1994) found
that parents value a range of dimensions that may or may not add up to the “best”
academic school. Together with the academic features of schools, parents valued the
child’s happiness, the feel of the school, as well as the school’s proximity (David et al,

1994). Wells (1993) found that the racial make-up of suburban schools (and the



attendant challenges that went along with those racial differences) greatly influenced
urban students’ desire to continue attending those schools. Thus, the assumption that all
parents value a certain type of school and that there is a single scale against which “good”
schools can be judged, may be more complicated than has heretofore been assumed.

How parents define “good” schools brings us to the issue of parental preferences and
their treatment in the choice literature.

In a rational choice model, three constructs are often specified: information,
costs, and preferences. These constructs hold very different status in the model.
Individual choices hinge on costs and preferences. The individual assigns costs to
various outcomes. Preferences vary by individual and are exogenous to the model.
Scholars assume people have preferences and make choices given those preferences.
Scholars do not, however, seek to explain those preferences (a recent exception to this
generalization is Bowles (1998)). Choice research has investigated information and costs
but parents’ preferences have been left under-developed. Many potentially important
questions remain unanswered. Why for example, do some parents prefer a school with a
band and others prefer schools with high test scores? How do parents come to have the
preferences they do? How malleable are those preferences? The answers to these
questions might hold the analytic solution to our present puzzle. Economists’ reasonable
treatment of preferences as exogenous may be the theoretical limitation underlying our
empirical puzzle.

In an attempt to build on the existing literature, this study seeks to develop a
situated and dynamic understanding of parents’ preferences by going inside the black box

of the choice process. In contrast to the literature, the study relies heavily on parents’



actions in order to build an understanding of preferences that is grounded in behavior,
thus avoiding some of the pitfalls associated with strictly relativistic measures. Finally,
in the description and explanation of parents’ preferences this work argues for an
evolution of our existing theoretical framework.
Theoretical Framework

There are a number of assumptions upon which the study rests. I assume that
parents’ actions result from reasoned decision-making, and that this process involves an
explicit or implicit consideration of constraints and preferences. Furthermore, I presume,
as Cusick (1992) suggests, that “the participants described are reasonable men and
women, an honest, hard-working, and well-intentioned lot who do what they do for good
reasons. On their own terms, their actions make sense. The goal is to understand the
educational world as they understand it” (p. 13). Finally, I assert that researchers’
traditional distinction between “choosers” and “non-choosers” is false (Schneider et al.,
2000). According to this line of thinking, choosers move their children from assigned
schools, “non-choosers” do not. Consequently, research has focused almost exclusively
on the “choosers” (with the notable exception of Wells (1993)). Since a small percentage
of parents move their children, this focus has resulted in a narrow understanding of a very
small group of parents. I take a different tack and, consistent with Cusick (1992), assume
that all parents choose, whether they choose a neighborhood school or another. Given
these assumptions, the goal of this research is to understand parents’ actions as they
understand them.

As implied earlier, this study uses the constructs of RCT to investigate parents’

choices. I use two broad categories rather than the three (costs, information, and
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preferences) outlined in the previous section. Treating information as a constraint, I
focus my attention on the constraints and preferences that influence parents’ behavior.

Prior work has articulated relevant constraints (David et. al, 1994; Gauri, 1998;
Schneider et al., 2000; Wells, 1993; Witte, 2000). They include but are not limited to
considerations of race, information, income, supply of schools, transportation, parental
involvement, education, and employment. Building on this work, I focus on four
constraints: the supply of schools, transportation, information, and income. The study is,
however, inductive, so while these four constraints are all present in the study’s design,
there is space for them to expand and change — as well as for new ones to emerge -- as the
data are examined. Understanding constraints is important, but constraints alone do not
sufficiently explain parents’ choices. We must also understand how particular constraints
interact with particular preferences over time to produce choice behavior.

One of the goals of the study is to develop a more nuanced understanding of
preferences. So I begin the study with broad and flexible framework for investigating
parents’ preferences. Based on other scholars’ thinking (Coleman, 1990; Lareau, 1989),
my pilot work, and the work of sociologists (MacLeod, 1995; Wills, 1977), I posit that
parents’ preferences have at least two dimensions - society and school.

Parents’ societal preferences center on issues like family and work. These
preferences are likely culturally bound. Lareau (1989) found that working and middle
class families interacted with schools based on different assumptions of appropriate
behavior. The former thought that, out of respect for schools and teachers, a parent
should not “meddle.” Middle class parents viewed “meddling” as appropriate -- even

necessary -- advocacy for their children. These cultural views of the appropriate family
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role in schooling may influence parents’ preferences for particular schools. How a parent
understands the economy might also shape preferences. In my own pilot work, one
mother explained that school did not help her get a good job so it may not help her son.
Her view of the relationship between schooling and jobs influenced her preferences for
schools, as did her own history with schooling, a result echoed in Okey’s (1990) study of
why students drop out. Parents’ views of how school can or cannot facilitate economic
success, and their own histories with schools may shape their preferences.

Parents’ school preferences may also be critical to their ultimate choice. There
are features of schools -- a foreign language program, high test scores, or a particular
teacher -- which can influence parents’ choices. Prior work documents parents’ attention
to such school features (Schneider et. al, 2000; Witte, 2000). A parent may prefer a
school because it has a desirable feature: it may be close to a parent’s workplace or have
a fantastic dance program. Perhaps the parent likes the peers at a particular school.
Characteristics such as the race and socioeconomic status of peers are also important
(MacLeod, 1995). If a choice school is likely to associate one’s child with desirable
peers (e.g., children with special talents or high aspirations), parents may prefer that
school. As children grow older, the issue of potential friendships at the choice school
also shapes preferences about peers and therefore schools (David et al., 1994; Wells,
1993).

All of the features described here can be associated with both schools and society.
Schools are, after all, embodiments of society. This distinction between school
preferences and societal preferences is an analytic one intended divide preferences into

categories that might help us understand parents’ thinking. I do not take the distinction to
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exist in parents’ minds, nor do I presume that ideas about schools are independent of
parents’ ideas about society. Rather, I propose the distinction to be a useful and initial
way of separating the dense complexity of parental thinking.

A further complication is that parents’ constraints and preferences are
contextualized. They are neither monolithic nor static; they shift and change over time.
Parents may experience one dimension of their preferences more intensely than another at
a given time. Acute events might cause parents’ preferences to shift or change altogether.
The intensity with which any one constraint or preference is held alone, or with respect to
the others, impacts choice. Though this study includes the somewhat static categories of
constraints and preferences, it seeks to operationalize them as dynamic and situated,
acknowledging that parents reason about these constraints and preferences in yet
unexplored ways.

In order to understand how this study is different from others, there is one point
about the use of RCT that requires emphasis. Current applications of RCT to school
choice have a normative dimension that was mentioned previously: scholars predict that
given the opportunity, parents will choose academically superior schools. There is
nothing about RCT that requires this prediction. RCT has the capacity to predict any
kind of choice, not just the choice of academically superior schools. This normative
stance has produced predictions (i.e., parents will choose academically superior schools)
that do not match parents’ actions. As a result of the mismatch between predictions and
actions, scholars have offered explanations for why parents do not act in the predicted
fashion.

Most of these explanations posit some kind of deficit in the parent or the system
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more generally. Parents don’t have enough information about the schools that are
available. They don’t understand how the application process works. They are too busy
to investigate options as well as they might like to. Parents can’t afford to send their
children to the schools they want to send them to. Parents don’t have transportation.
There aren’t enough of the kinds of schools parents really want. The list goes on. The
explanations researchers have offered thus far are explanations of what’s missing.
Parents don’t have this or that. They don’t know how to this or that. The system doesn’t
allow for this or that. This kind of theorizing and explaining leaves us with a long list of
things to fix. We need to expand choice, give out vouchers, and have parent information
centers. This view of the world gives policy makers “answers” to why parents don’t act
the way we expect them to act. But this way of thinking leaves us explaining reasonable
people as problems that thwart policy’s good intentions. Social scientists have
encountered this problem before: Women were seen as problematic because their
emotional states and moral reasoning differed from those of men, for example (Gilligan,
1982). Rather than rejecting RCT altogether, I employ the framework but do not assume
parents will choose academically better schools. By utilizing a broad view of constraints
and preferences that does not impose any a priori restrictions on the nature of parents’
academic preferences, this work uses RCT in order understand parents’ actions thereby
allowing us to better predict them.

Having explained the problem and theoretical framework that guides my

investigation, I now turn to an overview of the study.
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An QOverview of the Dissertation

The study is divided into six chapters that describe both the process and product
of a project that began over two years ago in 2002. A brief description of each of the
chapters follows:

Chapter 2. Chapter 2 details the methodology used in the study, including the
context, design, data collection, instrument development, and data analysis.

Chapter 3. Chapter 3 details the choice process and selected choice behavior that
demonstrate the parents in this study made interested, informed, reasoned choices for
their children. This chapter’s view is broad and considers the processes and actions of all
the parents in the study.

Chapter 4. Chapter 4 focuses more narrowly on eight parents’ thinking in order
to investigate parents’ preferences. Using the cases, I develop four dimensions of
preferences that are crucial to the construction of parents’ choice sets and final decisions.

Chapter 5. Chapter S builds on the work of the previous two chapters and
articulates a model of school choice. The model relies heavily on parents’ revealed
preferences and is likely to result in drastically different, more accurate, predictions of
parents’ choice behavior. Thus, giving us a way to understand how it makes sense to
choose a failing school.

Chapter 6. Finally, looking across the other chapters, Chapter 6 outlines the
larger argument of the dissertation. It considers the conclusions, implications, and
limitations of the study. Finally, the chapter describes additional analyses that could be
conducted on the existing data as well as future work that arises from the study’s

conclusions.
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Chapter Two
Method

Early in my graduate school career, Tyack (1976) and Allison’s (1999) work
compelled me. Both considered a single problem from multiple perspectives. Tyack
considered the history of compulsory schooling and Allison, the Cuban missile crisis.
Through their work I became fascinated by the ways in which our conclusions are shaped
by the questions we ask, the lenses we employ and the analyses we conduct. Before I
knew what the dissertation was to be about, I spent time learning how to different apply
lenses (i.e., critical, institutional, Foucaultian, feminist) to the same problem. The
methodology of this dissertation reflects that interest in seeing the world in different
ways.

Study Design

Since 1994, parents living in Gaston and the adjacent ring of suburbs have
enjoyed choice options which include some 98 charter, 393 private, and 389 traditional
public schools. In order to understand what influences parents’ reasoning in this rich
environment, I designed a longitudinal case study of 48 parents’ thinking prior to their
children attending 6" or 9" grade. The transitions from 5™ to 6™ and 8™ to 9™ grades are
ones in which many children move from elementary to middle or middle to high school.
At this juncture, parents might be particularly willing to consider alternative schools.
The inquiry focuses on the eight months prior to the child starting their new school, a
time believed to be formative to the ultimate choice (David et al., 1994). AsIam
investigating the question, “Why do parents choose particular schools for their children?”

the design includes parents who previously sent their children to both failing and non-
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failing schools across six types of schools (neighborhood public, magnet public, charter,
non-religious private, religious private, and homeschool). This design maximizes diverse
prior choices as a proxy for diverse parental thinking.

The Context

Like many cities in the Midwest, Gaston, a city of over 200,000 people is an old
city that is in the midst of trying to reinvent itself. In the last 15 years, there have been
numerous urban empowerment zones as well as significant tax breaks for large
companies willing to bring their employees and their profits back downtown. While
these initiatives have met with success, the divide -- both racial and economic -- between
the city and its suburbs remains large. It is both a racial and economic divide. The city
is over 88% non-white, has a median family income of approximately $33,000 with just
11% of the population having earned a bachelor’s degree or higher. In contrast, the
adjacent suburbs have on average a 18% non-white population that has a median family
income of $62,000, with 28% of the population having earned a bachelor’s degree or
higher.!

There is a long history of choice in Gaston. However, until recently, choice was
available only through residential movement or attendance at tuition-based private
schools. This changed dramatically ten years ago when the state passed its charter law.
Since then, Gaston has been the site of much charter activity. There are almost 100
charter schools in the city and the surrounding suburbs, which serve as additional tuition-

free alternatives for parents who already enjoy a long history of magnet schools in the

! The state’s median family income is $53,457, 19.9% of its population is non-white, and 21.7% of the

state’s citizen’s have earned a bachelor’s degree or higher.
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city. Prior to the explosion in the number of charter schools and the increase in magnet
schools that occurred almost simultaneously, Gaston was a district with strong
neighborhood boundaries that determined which schools children attended. Now
children are assigned to a school but parents can request their child attend any school in
the district, in short, an option-demand system (Schneider et al., 2000). In neighborhood
schools, priority is given to children that live in the catchment area, but if there is space,
children from other neighborhoods are welcome. Because of the recent outpouring of
students (more than 20,000 since 2000), Gaston is eager to keep its families in its public
schools, and therefore, is much more open to intra-district choice than ever before.

I chose Gaston for several reasons. First, Gaston was selected as the study site
because it was a choice rich environment that had a history of choice. Ten years of
charter schools provided the historical context in which parents would be likely to know
they had options. Second, Gaston has many lower income families of color who
demonstrate some amount of unhappiness with the present school system. Choice
reforms have been aimed at just such a group, so Gaston provided a reasonable test case.
Given the choice rich context and a group of parents who are likely to be open to choice,
if parents were going to think about choice in the way reformers hypothesized, they
would do so in Gaston.

Sampling

The sampling strategy for the study was initially straightforward. It rapidly
became complex as access became difficult. I will first explain the simple version of the
sampling strategy and then layer on the complexities and adjustments made in the process

of gaining access.
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Three intellectual concerns guided the sampling: the level of choice available to
parents, family income, and diversity of parental thinking. The first two concerns were
based on the literature. Scholars argue that parents need to have a variety of schools
available to them and they need to be able to afford those schools (e.g., Chubb & Moe,
1990). These two concerns were dealt with by situating the study in a section of Gaston
that was rich with schooling options and by stratifying the sample by income. The final
concern -- that I speak to parents who think about choice in different ways -- was more
difficult to deal with. I used two variables as proxies for diverse parental thinking: the
status of the 5™ or 8" grade school (failing or non-failing) and the school type
(neighborhood, private, etc.). By gathering a diverse sample with respect to school status
and school type, I hoped to have access to a range of different ways parents thought about
school choice. I will now explain the sampling frame in more detail.

All elementary and middle schools five miles on either side of the border between
Gaston and the adjacent suburbs were classified as failing and non-failing. This
particular location was selected because there are many choice options available to
parents - a high density of charter and private schools as well as nearby districts that can
be accessed through inter-district choice. A school was considered failing if it was on the
state’s list of failing schools or (in the case of private and religious schools) was
unaccredited by any accrediting agency. To maximize access to diverse parental
reasoning, a purposive sample of one failing and one non-failing school was selected for
each of five school types (neighborhood public, magnet public, charter, secular private,
and non-secular private). Principals at these schools were asked to supply a list of 5% (or

8™) graders’ addresses. By using census data, the addresses were assigned a median
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family income based on their face block. Face blocks are the census’ smallest unit of
analysis and are the houses that face each other between two city blocks. Addresses were
then stratified into low, middle, and high income categories. Potential participants’ were
randomly selected from each of the three income groups and contacted by telephone.
This resulted in a sample of 48 parents stratified by their current status at a failing or non-
failing school and median family income. Parents with similar characteristics replaced
those parents who declined participation. Parents were compensated with a $30 gift-
certificate to a store of their choice for their participation.

Table 2.1 summarizes the actual sample. The 48 parents include an oversampling
of 10% (four parents) to prepare for attrition. Happily, there was no attrition, so the study

began and ended with 48 parents.
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Table 2.1

Description of Parent Sample

School status School type Reported family Total
income
Low Med High

Failing Neighborhood public (1 school) 1 3 0 4
Magnet public (1 school) 1 3 0 4
Charter (2 schools) 2 4 2 8
Religious private (1 school) 2 0 2 4

Non-religious private (1 school) 0 2 0 2

Non-failing  Neighborhood public (1 school) 2 1 1 4
Magnet public (1 school) 0 4 0 4
Charter (1 school) 0 4 0 4
Religious private (1 school) 0 2 2 4
Non-religious private (2 0 2 4 6
schools)
Homeschooling 0 0 4 4
22 failing, 22 non-failing 8 25 15 48

I will now go back and explain in more detail the specifics of the sampling
strategy. They are included here in the text, rather than in an appendix because they are
important to understanding who ended up in the study and how they ended up there.
These complications do not make for light reading, so they are separated from the rest of

the text. A reasonable reader might choose to refer to the following three sections if she
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has questions about the sample; however, she may skip next sections if the goal is to get a
general sense of how the study was conducted.
The List of Potential Schools

In order to obtain a comprehensive, diverse list of schools located within five
miles either side of the border between Gaston and the adjacent suburbs, a number of
separate lists needed to be combined for no such accurate master list exists. The main list
came from the state and included public, private, religious, alternative, and technical
schools. Additional lists were used to make sure the state list was complete. Those lists
of schools were found on websites including the Gaston Public Schools (GPS) website,
the regional school district website, the ISACS website, www.yahoo.com, and the
Lutheran and Catholic Schools websites. The schools which fell in this geographic area
were then classified as failing and non-failing. There were no schools on the additional
lists that were not on the state’s list; however, there were schools that were on the state’s
list that were no longer open.
Determination of School Status

In metro-Gaston, a school is labeled failing if it does not make adequate yearly
progress (AYP). The state produces a list every year of these schools which is printed in
the Gaston Metro Times. Though many things are taken into consideration in the
calculation for AYP (e.g., attendance, dropout rates, standardized test scores), the
formula relies heavily (67%) on the school’s standardized test scores. The test scores are
based on the state’s criterion-referenced exam,.which has been given in various forms
since 1969. The test is the only common exam that all schools in the state administer to

their 4%, 5™ 7% 8™ and 10™ graders. The test covers five areas: mathematics, reading,
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science, social studies, and writing. According to the state, the exam is designed to
measure what students know and are able to do in each of the content areas. Districts are
encouraged to use exam results to determine students’ weaknesses and evaluate the match
between the district curriculum and state standards.

Because the state’s failing list is a political product with serious consequences for
failing schools, it changed during the study. Some schools that were on the list got taken
off, others added.? The list available at the time of school selection (Summer 2002) was
the most inclusive list the state produced, including over 1000 schools. Because it was
clear that the list would change, I used two criteria to judge a school’s status: placement
on the failing list and the summary test scores available to parents on the state’s website.
In order for a traditional public, magnet, or charter school to be considered failing, it had
to either be on the state’s failing list for two of the four subject matter areas
(mathematics, science, reading, or writing) or have less than 45% of its children scoring

at grade level. For private and religious schools, test scores and AYP data are not

2 In order to impose some order on the seemingly constant additions and deletions to the list, a school’s
status remained constant over the course of the study. IfI labeled a school failing in August 2002, that was
its label in 2003 and 2004. This is a reasonable imposition if parents’ thinking is not sensitive to these lists
and schools’ reputations are relatively stable across time. There is some recent evidence from Florida
which suggests that home prices are highly sensitive to the local schools grade (A, B, C, etc.) (Figlio &
Lucas, 2000). Based on the data collected in this study, however, parental thinking is not highly sensitive
to a school’s inclusion on the failing list or the school’s test scores. Not a single parent described a school
as failing nor did any indicate that test scores are the most important factor in their thinking. Consistent
with Holme (2002) and Pleasants (2000), parents used prior knowledge, reputation, and information

gathered through social networks in order to make their decisions.
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available so accreditation was used as a proxy for status. Unaccredited schools were
considered failing while accredited schools were considered non-failing. Accreditation
status was determined by a phone call to the school. Homeschoolers were not able to be
classified in this way and therefore are left out of all analyses involving school status.
Contacting Schools

In order to investigate whether or not parents who sent their children to failing
schools thought about their choice in systematically different ways than those who sent
their children to non-failing schools, a purposive sample of one failing and one non-
failing school was selected for each of five school types (neighborhood public, magnet
public, charter, secular private, and religious). Principals were contacted by phone and
asked to participate in the study. All of the principals with whom I spoke agreed to
participate. There were two principals who did not return my calls and one who felt the
study asked too much of the parents. These schools were replaced by schools of the same
type and status.

Principals in the charter, religious and private schools supplied a list of 5" or 8"
graders’ addresses. Using block group census data, addresses were divided into three
income groups (low, middle, high). Less than $39,000 was considered low, between
$39,000 and $88,000 was considered middle income, and over $88,000 was considered
high income. These cut-off points were determined by dividing the income range into
thirds. Categorization with respect to income was performed to allow analysis of
variance along that dimension.

In order to reach the GPS magnet and traditional public school parents, 306 letters

of invitation were sent to 5™ and 8" grade parents at the four schools of interest. There
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were a total of 29 envelopes that were never delivered and were returned to me. Parents
then returned a self-addressed, stamped postcard with their name, address, and school.
Of the 275 letters I believe were delivered, 37 post cards were returned, a 13% return
rate.’ Postcard addresses were then categorized into income groups. Within each income
group, two addresses were randomly selected for each school.

In order to locate homeschoolers, a search of the internet using Google led to a list
of homeschooling associations in the state. The associations were emailed with a
description of the study and asked if they would pass along the message to their email
lists. Four homeschooling associations agreed to do this. It is unclear how many families
these messages reached. I received eight emails back from parents indicating they would
be willing to participate. Of the eight, I asked if the parents resided in Gaston or one of
the neighboring suburbs. One did not. Seven of the eight were eligible for the study, so
the first four with which I was able to set up an interview were part of the study.

I over-sampled so that up to 10% of the families could drop out and I could look
at the impact of attrition. Families were contacted, resulting in a sample of 48 parents
stratified by their current school status and family income. The positive response rate
was 60%, the non-response rate 32%, and the negative response rate 8%.* Parents with

similar characteristics replaced those parents who declined participation.

* Though this is a very low response rate, it is consistent with other one-shot mass mail response rates
reported for urban areas (Dillman, 2000).
* These response rates do not include the homeschooling parents who contacted me by email if they were

interested in participating in the study. Further, if we remove the 16 parents who sent in their postcards
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How Does the Sample Compare to the City?

There is an important characteristic of the parents in this study that is a result of
sampling but may go unnoticed. Though addresses were randomly selected, parents who
I reached on the phone are not particularly random. As Fowler (1995) notes, when the
telephone is involved, the sample tends to be biased toward relatively more wealthy
families (those who can afford to have a phone or whose phone has not been turned off),
and families that might be predisposed to participation in research. Further, 40 of 48
parents in the study previously opted out of their assigned neighborhood schools.
Research on charters, vouchers, and magnets suggests that parents who opt out of their
neighborhood schools tend to be better educated and more wealthy than their neighbors
who remain (NCES, 2003). Table 2.2 compares the percentage of people in the sample
and in Gaston on the basis of their income, racial background, and educational
attainment. Though this is not an entirely fair comparison because there are suburban
parents in the sample, it gives the reader an idea of how the sample is different from
Gaston residents more generally. The last line in the table removes the suburban parents
from the sample so that a comparison can be made between the city residents in the

sample with the whole of Gaston.

before the first attempt to reach them, the response rates change to 49% positive, 11% negative, and 40%

non-response.
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Table 2.2
Frequencies of Gaston Residents’ and Study Participants’ Income, Race, and Education

Group Income Race Education

Low Middle High People of color White  College graduate

Gaston 49 39 12 88 12 11
Sample 17 52 31 73 27 44
Sample-city only 22 58 19 94 6 39

Note. All Gaston frequencies were calculated from 2000 census data

As might be expected, the sample is made up of parents who have higher
incomes, are more educated, have greater numbers of white parents, and have previously
opted out of their neighborhood school. Though it is tempting to label these parents
“marginal consumers,” parents who “search for more information then the average
consumer. ..are more interested in and more “involved” with the product” (Buckley &
Schneider, 2003, p .126), based on demographic data alone, that is a shaky assertion. But
we can hypothesize that choice is likely to operate as advocates have suggested among
this group. The group may actually be more informed and “involved” with the product
by virtue of the fact they have more education and have previously opted out of their
assigned schools. But while we do not have good comparison group data, the best we can
say is that these parents are as likely as other parents to enact the choice logic as it has
been described by advocates.

Gaining Access

There was no problem gaining access to the charter, private, religious, and

homeschools. As indicated earlier, principals (or parents in the case of homeschoolers)

were contacted and, for the most part, if I was able to get the principal on the phone, they
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agreed to have parents participate. The neighborhood and magnet access was another
matter. Though I had secured written agreement from the principals of the schools I
wanted to participate, the initial application to conduct research in Gaston was rejected.
The Office of Research found it offensive and not in the district’s best interests. Over
time, it became clear that neighborhood and magnet parents would not be in the study
unless I was able to convince the Office of Research that I was not out to write an exposé
of the district and that I would not offend or insult Gaston parents. This became possible
through a Michigan State University professor who was trusted by the district and had
personal connections to high level administrators in the district. He re-explained the
nature of the study and his confidence in my intentions and abilities. After months of
negotiation, the Office of Research agreed to allow me to do the study, but required that I
change the method of gaining access to parents. I was not allowed to call parents. The
district was unwilling to do two mailings so I was asked to mail the parents a letter and
include a return postcard. All of the labeling and mailing of envelopes was performed by
me at the Office of Research. I wondered if anyone would return the postcards at all.
Luckily they did, and in the end, I had more than enough postcards from which to stratify
the sample and make phone calls. Though neighborhood and magnet parents were
recruited to the study using a method different from other parents, the selection effects
neighborhood and magnet parents presented were similar to those who chose to
participate from charter, religious, and private schools.

The experience of gaining access to the neighborhood and magnet parents brought
home to me the importance of access. The nature of the claims I could make were

decided by the Gaston Office of Research. This seemed so strange. I had read about the
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importance of access in my theory courses but I didn’t realize how deeply personal and
idiosyncratic it really was. Throughout the process, I understood the district’s reluctance
to allow me to do work there. It had, after all, been burned many times by white
researchers ready to write, in painstaking detail, all of the things that were wrong with the
city. I was surprised, however, at how personally I took the rejection and suspicion. My
frustration came from an inability to adequately express my intentions and from my sense
that I had little to no control over how I was interpreted. I knew I was not doing a study
about the district, but I was at a loss for how to convince the district of that. If Robert
Green, the professor who vouched for me, had chosen not to do so, this study would have
been very different. A single person’s generosity and willingness to use his social capital
made this research possible. I learned not to underestimate the importance of access
again.
The Pilot Study

In the spring of 2002, I conducted four interviews with parents. The parents were
recruited to participate through personal contacts. The interviews followed a semi-
structured format and lasted between one and two hours. The four parents had either
recently selected a school for their child or would be choosing a school in the next year.
Three of the four children were entering middle school. One was about to enter high
school. At the time of the interview, the children were enrolled in public schools in one
of three districts, Gaston, an inner- ring suburb of Gaston, and an urban district over an
hour away from Gaston.

The pilot interviews were used primarily for two purposes. In my first three years

as a graduate student, I conducted almost 100 interviews. But all of them were with
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teachers and superintendents. I had never interviewed a parent. The first goal of the
pilot was to familiarize myself with interviewing parents about their schooling decisions.
The second goal was more pragmatic. I needed to figure out how to ask generative
questions and then ask good follow-up questions. The pilot interviews met both of these
purposes, albeit to varying degrees. I felt more comfortable speaking to parents after the
pilot interviews, but I only made a modest amount of progress in learning to ask good
follow-up questions extemporaneously. The process of learning to ask good follow-up
questions is one that requires experience (Walker, 1999), and the pilot work only
launched the process. It did not complete it.

The pilot study was generative. The four parents’ stories nominated a number of
issues that had not been included in my prior conception of parental choice. These
included the role of siblings, the parent’s views of schools as situated within a larger
cultural environment, the parents’ beliefs about the difference between schools, and
parents’ views of appropriate involvement in school. I concluded from the pilot work
that parents’ preferences are more complex and situated than current empirical work
demonstrates.

Overall, the pilot work expanded my thinking about choice, so much so that the
first interview instrument of the larger study comprised only five questions. I had learned
enough to know that I had a lot to learn. Seven months after the pilot study, I began the

data collection for the larger study. It is to this process I now turn.
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Data Collection

Methods

Two face-to-face interviews were used to capture parents’ situated and dynamic
reasoning with each of the 48 parents; one shorter telephone interview was used to
follow-up. The first two interviews occurred at approximately eight months (t;) and two
months (t) prior to the beginning of 6™ or 9" grade. The final interview occurred
approximately two months (t3) after school began in the fall. The first interview averaged
60 minutes, the second, 49 minutes, and the final, 34 minutes. All told, 112 hours of
interviews were conducted with the 48 parents. The first two interviews were conducted
in person at a location chosen by the parent. Most interviews took place at parents’
homes, but in a few cases interviews were held at the parent’s place of employment, a
restaurant, or their child’s school. The third interview was conducted by phone. All
interviews were conducted at times that were convenient for and chosen by the parent.
With permission, all interviews were audio recorded and transcribed.
Instruments

Validity. Before I explain how the interviews were conducted and analyzed, I will
comment on the validity of the data collected. As Walker (1999) notes, there are two
main concerns when one is interviewing cross-culturally: access and hesitancy.
Hesitancy poses a particularly thorny validity problem. Even if a parent agrees to be
interviewed, she might not be willing to discuss her thoughts and opinions openly with
the interviewer. My social class, race, and outsider status all worked against me. I am a
white, middle-class, non-parent who does not live in Gaston. I had reason to be

concerned about the validity of that data I was about to collect.
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I dealt with these concerns in two ways. First, as mentioned earlier, | had a
sponsor (the principal of their child’s school). When I called a parent, | emphasized that
the principal thought she would be a good person to speak to about how parents think
about picking a middle or high school. I then explained the study and asked if it would
be something she might be interested in participating in. The relatively high response
rate (approximately 60%) indicates that the sponsor helped provide access and may have
helped reduce parents’ hesitancy to speak with me.

The second way I dealt with the validity concern that parents’ hesitancy might
impose was designing the instruments and procedures so that a maximum level of trust
could develop between me and the participant. There was not a single procedure or
interview question that facilitated the development of trust. Rather, a lot of little
procedures added up to what I hoped was a trust- promoting environment. For example,
the parent chose the time and place of the interview. I explained the study in plain non-
academic English. I made the first interview largely unstructured so that the parent,
rather than the instrument, could be the center of the conversation. I sent thank you notes
after each interview. And finally, I shared my summary of the first interview with each
parents so that the she might make changes to it. I finished the study feeling like the trust
necessary to gather valid information had developed.

I did not, however, ask the parents if they trusted me, nor did I ask if they would
be willing to participate in another study with me. There were many reasons I felt trust
had developed. Parents told me many stories that were deeply personal. Some mothers
cried as they talked with me. Others discussed issues that are not considered socially

acceptable (such as talking about race, or their lack of knowledge about how to change
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their child, or what they feel is wrong with their community). A number of parents asked
for my home address so that they could continue to tell me how things were going for
their child. No one dropped out of the study. Interviews lasted as long (if not longer)
than I anticipated. I developed good relationships with the parents and some seemed
genuinely sad to have the study end. Although I do not have concrete data about the level
of trust that developed, I am confident that the data are as valid as interview data can be.

To give the reader a better idea of the timeline of data collection, I now turn to the
schedule by which data was collected and instruments were developed.

Schedule. Interview data was collected in three waves, giving the opportunity to
use the technique of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1979) to develop the second and
third interview instruments. Preliminary analyses were conducted between rounds of
data collection. Table 2.3 describes the data collection and instrument development
schedule.

Table 2.3

Data Collection and Instrument Development Schedule

Month Data Collection Instrument Development

January Conduct 1% interviews

February  Conduct 1* interviews

March Conduct 1* interviews

April Transcription and analysis of 1% interviews

May Transcription and analysis of 1% interviews
Develop 2" instrument

June Conduct 2™ interviews

July Conduct 2™ interviews
Transcription of 2™ interviews

August Transcription and analysis of 2™ interviews

September Develop 3" interview

Conduct 3" interviews
October Conduct 3" interviews

Note: All data was collected in 2003
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The following section details the initial analyses that were conducted on the
interview data as well as the development of the interview instruments. The final section
explains the secondary analyses that resulted in the arguments presented in Chapters
three, four, and five.

The First Interview. The first interview developed from the pilot data. It was
semi-structured and primarily inductive. It focused on ascertaining the child’s
educational history and the parents’ thoughts about where the child would go to school in
the fall (see Appendix B). The goal of the first interview was two-fold: to learn parents’
categories for thinking about choice and to develop enough trust that more directed
questions in the second interview would yield valid data. By listening to the topics
parents nominated, I was able to guide the conversation around participant-nominated
categories of importance. This was critical to my study: I chose the use of qualitative
methodology (interviews) because my intent was interpretivist (Erickson, 1986): 1
wanted to capture the experience of the parents, to understand how and why they were
making the choices they were. The open-ended approach also allowed parents to talk or
not talk about sensitive issues. Written demographic information was collected at the end
of the interview to minimize any participants’ potential concerns with writing socially
acceptable things and the inherent power dynamic between the researcher and participant.

The first round of interviews, conducted in February and March of 2003, were
transcribed with help from a transcriber. The first challenge of data analyses requires the
display of data, often using innovative formats. I scanned Tufte’s (1983, 1990, 1997)
volumes on the display of qualitative data; I examined displays that other researchers had

used; I spoke with colleagues about how to represent what I was reading. After re-
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reading each transcript, three types of data displays were made: a family choice history,
a summary of the interview, and a categorization of the interview. Once completed, all
three were put into a qualitative software program, N6 (the latest version of Nud*ist). |
will describe each in turn. Examples of all three are available in Appendices C, D and E.

The family choice history is a figure that summarizes where all of the children in
the family have gone to school and why the parents chose those schools. This
information, which I did not anticipate collecting, was volunteered by most parents
during the first two interviews. It was verified with them over the course of the study and
modified to reflect their corrections.

The summary of the interview -- which was shared with parents at their second
interview -- was an attempt to say back to the parent my understanding of their story.
The summaries were necessarily uneven since I followed the parents’ lead in the first
interview. Some, for instance, included parents’ thoughts about safety, others did not.
Some included the parent’s entire choice set, others did not. Depending on what the
parent talked about, the summary did or did not include the categories that proved, in
later analyses, to be important. The summaries were used as a method of consolidating
data as well as a reliability check. After the second interview the summaries were
adjusted to reflect parents’ additions and deletions.

The final data display was a categorization of the interview. The interviews were
very chatty and many topics -- some unrelated to school choice -- were discussed. As I
listened to and summarized the interviews, patterns began to emerge and I needed a way
to keep track of them. For example, parents talked in broad terms about what they would

and would not be willing to do. They talked about some schools that seemed reasonable
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and others that were not. They mentioned their thinking about one child with reference to
the others. In order to keep track of potential patterns, I began a list of categories. I
worked back and forth between the interviews and the categories, adding new ones as
they became necessary. If I was unable to provide a response for a certain category for a
particular parent, I simply left it blank. The categorization was treated as a sorting
mechanism, rather than a coding scheme. Dissimilar and vastly unequal text was allowed
to be placed into the same category. The categories, like the summaries, were a first pass.
They were meant to help me reduce the data but not so much as to lose potentially
interesting, yet undiscovered facets of the choice process.

Together these three data representations, each focused on a slightly different
dimension of choice, acted as the basis for the development of hypotheses that could be
tested in the second wave of interviews. This method of iterative conceptual
development allowed me to take advantage of the highly nuanced, descriptive nature of
the interview data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). During the time between the first and
second interviews, I was able to perform two analytic tasks that helped me refine the
emerging hypotheses and develop the second instrument. First, I wrote a number of
analytic memos that outlined relevant patterns. These memos focused on topics like the
role of siblings, parents’ understandings of how the next school fit with the previous one,
and why parents’ chose the schools they did. Second, I wrote three detailed cases of
individual parents as a way of getting clearer about a more holistic view of each parent’s

decision making, as well as what in the data was interesting, and why it was interesting
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given the choice literature.’ From these preliminary analyses, I developed the second
interview protocol (see Appendix B).

After the first interview, I also realized that the 8™ grade parents spoke at length
about what their children wanted. Other scholars have commented on the role children
may play in choosing high schools (e.g., David et al., 1994; Wells, 1993; Woods, Bagley,
& Glatter, 1998) -- and I had heard some of this in the pilot interviews -- but I was
overcome by how pervasive it was in the interviews. I subsequently developed and
gained approval to interview the 8™ grade children. This is a study of parents’ thinking,
so | treated the interviews as an opportunity to better understand parents’ thinking. That
is, the parents remained the focus of the study and my unit of analysis. The interviews
with the 8" graders allowed me to place parents’ thoughts into their family context. The
interview focused on the child’s ideas and preferences about school (see Appendix B).
Of the nineteen 8™ graders in the study, 16 were interviewed. The remaining three were
too difficult to schedule.

The second interview. The second interview, conducted two to three months after
the first, served five purposes. Before the first interview, there were certain dimensions
of choice that I did not realize would be important to parents’ thinking. Only through

conducting and writing up the first interviews did I realize that I needed to ask certain

5 Jalso kept a field journal throughout the entire nine months of data collection. This journal provided
space for emerging hypotheses, notes to myself, questions left unanswered, and connections to the
literature. The journal proved helpful during instrument development, data collection, analysis, and writing

up the research.
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questions (about the 8th graders for example). The first purpose of this interview was to
ask questions of all the participants around issues that emerged from the first interview.
The second purpose was to allow me to check on facts I thought I had gleaned from the
first interview. Parents, after reading their summaries and family choice histories,
corrected factual errors and added missing information to my account of their thinking.
Third, the interview allowed me to document the most recent developments in the
parents’ choice processes. In the winter, many parents did not know where their child
would be accepted to school. By June and July, most parents had heard back from
selective schools and knew where their children would attend school in the fall. Fourth,
the second interview allowed me to test hypotheses that were generated in the first set of
interviews. And finally, the second interview allowed me to interview the 8th graders in
order to understand the family context of choice.

All of the second interviews were transcribed and summarized by the researcher.
Information from the second interview was categorized into the scheme that developed
from the first interviews. Again, the summaries and categorizations were read into N6
and coded with the emerging coding scheme. The scheme focused on parents’ reasons
for their behavior with respect to particular schools (i.e., reasons for vetoing a school,
reasons for looking into a school). Potential hypotheses were revisited given the second
wave of data. Many hypotheses dropped away because of a lack of evidence; what I
once thought was important to parents’ thinking no longer seemed so, given the new data.
Some hypotheses, however, remained. There was additional evidence for the

significance of these hypotheses, though the evidence did not suggest particular
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conclusions at this point. Given the new summaries and review of potential hypotheses,
the third set of interview questions was developed.

The third interview. The third interview, conducted by phone in late September
and October, focused on parents’ satisfaction with their choice, parents’ educational
history, the connections between parents’ educational experiences and the current choice,
and parents’ views of standardized test scores. At the third interview, the children in the
study had been in school between one and two months, depending on the child and date
of the interview. The third interviews were transcribed by the researcher, summarized in
the categories listed in Appendix D, and read into N6. The analyses conducted on the
third wave of data are described in the following section.

Data Analysis

The final section of this chapter describes the analyses that were conducted for
Chapters three, four, and five. The analyses that support these three chapters were not
conducted sequentially; rather they were conducted in response to ideas and puzzles as
they arose. Data analysis was neither a neat nor linear process. In the end, the three
chapters take a decision making (or psychological), social, and economic approach to
parents’ choices. Although I would not have predicted these distinctions at the study’s
beginning, in retrospect the scheme makes sense given my interest in considering
problems from multiple perspectives. We now turn to a description of the general
analytic approach to each chapter. More specific details about particular analyses are

found in the chapters themselves.
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Chapter Three

As described earlier, all of the interviews were put into N6. Using the modified
coding scheme developed after the second interview, data were coded and tabulated,
entered into an Excel database, checked for accuracy, and then imported into SAS (a
statistical software package). Once in SAS, descriptive statistics were generated around
issues of parental reasoning. As discrepancies emerged and additional categories were
needed, the process was repeated. This process of coding and analyzing data allowed
hypotheses to be tested, accepted or rejected, and reconceptualized as necessary.
Chapter Four

I began the analysis of parents’ preferences by reading the cases that had been
developed after the first wave of interviews in addition to approximately 30 other
parents’ summaries. I then brainstormed a list of cultural ideas that seemed to be
common across parents’ stories. Using various cases, I wrote memos describing each of
these cultural ideas or propositions. This served to narrow and clarify the meaning of the
propositions. After I rewrote the memos into descriptions of the propositions and cases
that exemplified those propositions, I performed the descriptive statistics that considered
the propositions across the sample. This two-step process allowed me to utilize the
richness and depth of the data collected. I used the individual cases to develop the
propositions and the whole sample to check the prevalence of those propositions.
Chapter Five

If not for an article found late in the writing of this dissertation, which described
the problems with stated and revealed preferences, the model of choice articulated in

Chapter 5 would not have been. As I began writing up the study, I had a hunch that I
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wanted to develop a better model of choice than had been articulated in previous choice
research. But as I investigated the relationships between preference variables and the
likelihood of choosing a non-failing school, I was left stunned. Few of the preferences
(such as parental volunteerism and involvement) that I anticipated would be related to
choosing a non-failing school were related. They were so unrelated, I began to doubt my
judgment. I went back to the cases I was writing and realized my problem might be a
measurement problem. Soon thereafter I began reading about the difference between
stated and revealed preferences and began to understand the problem.6 I needed to
investigate revealed preferences; in addition to the stated preferences I had already I
investigated. I went back, coded more data and was able to develop the model I had
hoped. The model relies on both quantitative and qualitative data; correlations and chi-
squared analyses are the core of the former, and the propositions (in Chapter 4) form the
core of the later.
Conclusion

I have already alluded to several important lessons I learned along the way.
Access -- how personal it is, how fragile it is, how little control the researcher has -- was
one of the first lessons I learned. But there were several others. And while I will not

delineate them all here, I close the chapter by noting two.

® The difference between stated and revealed preferences is carefully explained in Chapter 5. For now, the
reader can think of the difference as the difference between what people say and what they do. Researchers
investigate stated preferences by asking people what they desire. They investigate revealed preferences by
looking at people’s actions and inferring their desires. There are problems with each but in theory, they

both measure the same construct—peoples’ desires (e.g., Hensher, Louviere, & Swait, 1998).
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The first concemns the nature of this work. As graduate students we read books,
write essays, and have class conversations about research quality. When we begin our
dissertations, we think we know something about high quality work and the researchers
that conduct that work. We have a little plan and then we go forth boldly to carry out that
plan. I began this study thinking I had a handle on all the potholes that might be on the
road ahead of me. I thought carefully about the relationship between the study design
and the kinds of claims I could make. I practiced and got feedback on my interviewing
techniques. I learned how to analyze categorical data. I thought I had those potholes
filled in, wetted down, and smoothed out. How wrong I was!

What I learned in the doing of this dissertation, is that becoming a researcher is
not about making a travel plan and sticking to it. It’s about falling headlong into potholes
and figuring out how to get out of them. It is about judgment. It is about learning how to
learn. It’s not about automaticity. This is not to say that all my preparation was for
naught or that studies should just be allowed to follow whatever path seems to feel right
at the moment. On the contrary, that is not judgment. What I mean to say is that you
cannot fully anticipate what the study will bring. And that is the nature of the work. You
still brace yourself for those potholes, but being “ready” for the potholes is not the mark
of a quality researcher. Being a good researcher is about knowing how to use your
judgment. And though I can pronounce that with confidence, I am painfully aware that I
am still a learner on this journey. The potholes remain.

Which brings me to my final lesson. The fifth chapter in this study is still a
pothole. And it demonstrates, with striking clarity, how ugly learning to use one’s

judgment can be. The chapter attempts an analysis that is uncommon in educational
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research - the building of a causal model. I will not detail all the problems of the model
here, you will read them for yourself. But using the fifth chapter as an example, I would
like to share a final lesson about data analysis and judgment.

I have learned that data analysis is more complex than I previously thought, and
not simply because it yields surprising results and show-stopping problems. Data
analysis is complex because it challenges your understanding of the problem and that
challenge then requires the judgment of the re-made novice. You begin to see differently
and then in the midst of seeing differently you are required to make wise choices.
Choices about how to represent the data, what analysis to do next, and perhaps most
visibly, how to report your “findings.” Data analysis remains what you do to “find”
something, to reach a conclusion, to understand the relationships between variables. But
it is also what you do to understand the problem and your data in a different way, in a
way you could not have, had you not done the analysis. So in the case of Chapter 5, I
present a model. A model that is arguably unparsimonious, difficult to read, even
uninspired. But it is the analysis of the model -- which continues even after the numbers
have been crunched and the argument laid out -- that has led me to a deeper
understanding of parents’ choices and preferences. The analyses I did to create the model
are the very actions which make me question the model and see it in a new way -- a way
that demands further attention, additional analyses and more judgment. To continue the
earlier metaphor, the chapter (and data analysis more generally) creates a pothole -- a
new set of understandings that must be analyzed and approached differently. And while
this is quite distressing (especially when you are trying to “finish” a dissertation), it is the

creation of these potholes that lies at the heart of research and inquiry. It is the potholes
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that lead to new ways of thinking about old problems. And it is the potholes that lead to

learning.



Chapter Three
The Process of Choice: The Case for Preferences

In this chapter I describe a three stage process of choice that is both social and
historical in nature. The process, which is made up of the predetermination, search, and
choice stages, results in parents who are overwhelmingly satisfied with their decisions to
send their children to both failing and non-failing schools. In order to understand why
parents selected failing schools, I investigate the role that search strategies, parental
engagement, and constraints played in the choice of failing schools. I argue that
irrespective of school status (failing or non-failing), parents used information to make
interested reasoned decisions. Further, explanations which focus on constraints or a lack
of parental engagement do not explain the choice of failing schools. I conclude that
parents’ preferences play a critical role throughout the choice process and it is those
preferences we must understand if we are to make sense of reasonable, informed, caring
parents who choose failing schools.

The Conceptual Landscape of the Choice Process

Choice is not new. Parents have been choosing their children’s schools for
hundreds of years. Wealthy parents have selected private boarding schools, parents with
strong religious convictions have chosen church and synagogue schools and perhaps most
invisibly, parents have purchased their suburban homes as a form of school choice. Our
current system of choice, which includes a range of types of choice (e.g., universal,
controlled, option-demand choice), is a relatively new phenomenon (Schneider et al.,
2000). The changes have been dramatic. The dissolution of attendance boundaries for

assigned schools, the addition of vouchers, and the introduction of charter and magnet
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schools has created a new dynamic of choice in many districts. These changes have
made choice much more visible to the public. Further, these new dynamics have likely
impacted the process parents use to choose schools.

There are many literatures which could inform our theorizing about choice. The
literature around the choice of college is particularly appealing. The phenomena are
similar - parents and children with varying income and racial backgrounds choosing an
educational provider from a range of institutions (e.g., private, public, selective,
technical). The scope of the literature, which focuses both locally and nationally, is also
attractive. Finally, the developmental stage of the literature is appealing — the
descriptive, theoretical, and quasi-experimental work that has been conducted dates back
almost 35 years. Though there is much to be learned from this literature, I focus on the
theoretical aspects of that literature, although the descriptive and quasi-experimental
work also informs this analysis. In particular, this theorizing serves as the basis for my
own conceptualization of the K-12 choice process.’

Hossler and Gallagher (1987) laid out a three-phase model of college choice. The
model, which takes an information-processing stance toward cognition, built on the work
of Jackson (1982) and Litten (1982) and delineated, in order, the three-phases as the
predisposition, the search, and the choice phase (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). The
predisposition phase “is the developmental phase in which students determine whether or

not they would like to continue their education beyond high school” (p.209). If they so

7 There has been what McDonough (1997) describes as three approaches to college choice research, social
psychological, economic studies, and sociological status attainment studies. For a fuller description of

these perspectives’ contributions, see McDonough (1997).
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choose, students move on to the search stage in which they “gather information about
institutions of higher education” (p.209). During the search phase some students also
develop a sense of the criteria on which schools should be judged. The third and final
stage is when the student actually decides which college or university to attend. Hossler
and Gallagher (1987) emphasize the interactions embedded in all phases. They explain
that throughout the phases, “individual and organizational factors interact to produce
outcomes. These outcomes influence the student college choice process” (p.208).

While I use this framework as an analytic device here, this study is not an
empirical test of the applicability of this particular conceptualization of the choice
processes. There are too many differences between K-12 choice and postsecondary
choice to simply lift the conceptualization of choice from context into the other. Three
differences are worth noting. First, K-12 school attendance is compulsory, which means
that parents have to make a choice. College choice is optional. Because there is no
decision about whether or not your child will go to middle school, there is essentially no
predisposition phase in the way Hossler and Gallagher (1987) describe it. Second, there
is no history of assigned colleges. Through assignment, no one goes to the
“neighborhood college,” although in some communities there are historical trends for
students from various income levels to attend certain local and state schools. In K-12
education, there is a 150 year history of children being assigned to their neighborhood
schools.® This presents two problems - one practical and one conceptual - that result in a

necessarily different search phase. From a practical perspective, many K-12 parents

* Assignment to neighborhood schools began during the common school movement in the 1840°s (M. W.

Sedlak, personal communication, July 16, 2004).
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already have at least one school that their child is allowed to attend. This may mean they
don’t need to “search” at all. From a conceptual perspective, parents may or may not
continue to think of their neighborhood school as the school their child is “supposed” to
attend. This could result in no search or a search in which every other school is
compared to the assigned school. The final difference between college and K-12 choice
is the age of the children. In the case of college choice, the student, whether or not she
makes the choice alone or with her parents, is an adult. She can drive, vote, and maintain
employment. The choice of a K-12 school is one made on behalf of the child.
Depending on the family and the age of the child, children may participate in the choice
to a greater or lesser degree (David, 1994; Wells, 1996), but the parent is legally
responsible for the child’s welfare. For all of these reasons, the conceptualization of the
process of college choice is helpful, but not directly applicable. I make use of work that
has been done on the choice of college, but tinker with it to reflect the differences
described above.

In the following sections, I will make use of the predisposition, search, and choice
stages, to describe the decisions Gaston parents made. I will not however, use them in
the way Hossler and Gallagher (1987) intended. I do not view parents as information
processors (which the model assumes). Thus, my use of the three terms Hossler and
Gallagher (1987) suggest is a not consistent with the terms’ original intellectual
foundations. I use the terms to describe and clarify parents’ thinking, which I take to be,

at its core, a social and cultural non-linear phenomenon.’

® This adaptation is in keeping with general shifts in the larger intellectual community. Information

processing was a dominant framework within psychology in the 1970s when scholars believed that we
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Before I turn to the three stages of choice, I feel obliged to tell the reader the
punchline. My analysis leads to rather counter-intuitive findings, and by sharing the
punchline upfront, the reader may more carefully and critically consider the data
presented.

The Results of Choice
School Status

As you will recall, the study began with 48 parents. There were four
homeschoolers who could not be classified as sending their children to failing or non-
failing schools. Half of the remaining 44 parents, or 22 parents, began the study with
children enrolled in failing schools, the other half began with children enrolled in non-
failing schools. In the fall, 25 parents enrolled their children in failing schools and 18
enrolled their children in non-failing schools. All four homeschool parents chose
homeschooling in the fall. Though three more parents chose failing schools in the fall,
this is not the most interesting part of the story. The more interesting part of the story is
the lack of movement between schools of differing quality. Of the 22 parents whose
children began in failing schools, 18 (82%) attended failing schools in the fall. Of the 22

parents whose children began in non-failing schools, 15 (68%) attended non-failing

could model human reasoning in a linear fashion. This was influenced both by the desire to model human
thinking on computers, and the move to include thought in psychology as well as the until-then dominant
behavior. Since then, psychology has experienced several waves of intellectual shift, including the
cognitive revolution and the more recent interest in social psychology, situated cognition, and cultural
anthropology. My analysis reflects my own immersion in those more recent literatures that hold cognition

to be culturally, socially, and historically situated. See Bruner for the history of psychology, etc.
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schools in the fall. As a point of comparison, if students were equally likely to attend a
failing or non-failing school, the percentage would be 50%. Unfortunately for the
students who began in failing schools, we do not see evidence of equal likelihood.
Rather, we see a striking proportion of students who continue to attend failing schools.
There was, however, some movement between schools of differing quality. Four parents
(18%) moved their children from a failing school into a non-failing school. A higher
percentage (although not statistically significant) -- thirty-two percent (7 parents) --
moved their children the other direction, from a non-failing school to a failing one.

Overall, there is a strong and statistically significant relationship between original
school status (failing or non-failing) and final school status, x*(1) = 8.86, p =.0019, ¢ =
.50. A child who previously attended a non-failing elementary or middle school had 9.64
greater odds of attending a non-failing middle or high school than a child who attended a
failing elementary school. Because this study is based on a purposeful sample of parents
who tend to be quite active in finding a school that matches their child, it is likely that the
relationship between previous and final school status is underestimated. The underlying
reasons parents reported for choosing particular schools will be taken up later in this
chapter and in more depth in the following chapter.
Satisfaction

If a little more than half of parents chose failing schools, we might expect at least
some of those parents to be dissatisfied with their choices. This is not the case. Parents
were, for the most part, satisfied with their choices. Twenty-five parents (52%) were
highly satisfied, 20 (42%) were satisfied, and three (6%) were not satisfied with their

decisions. Most parents (94%) were satisfied or highly satisfied with their decisions.
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Further, and perhaps more importantly, most parents (73%) felt that they had choices
about where to send their children to school.

Though there are only three parents who were dissatisfied and 13 who did not feel
they had a choice about where to send their child to school, it is important if those parents
all ended up in failing schools. We might then argue that although there is widespread
satisfaction and sense of choice, those who are dissatisfied and do not feel they have
choices are systematically forced into failing schools. This is a reasonable argument but
it does not hold among families in this study. There was neither a statistically significant
nor substantively important relationship between final school status and satisfaction,
¥2(2) = 4.49, p=.12, ¢ = .32, or final school status and sense of choice, v’(1)=3.04,p=
.10, ¢ = .26. Parents who were dissatisfied and felt they did not have a choice had similar
odds of sending their children to failing schools as parents who were satisfied and felt
they had choices.

Using less rigorous statistical standards, however, we might conclude there that
there is a relationship between final school status and satisfaction and sense of choice.
Because of the purposeful nature of the sample, it is quite possible that although there is
not a statistically significant relationship in this sample, there is in the larger community.
It seems likely that there exist parents who are legitimately dissatisfied and “trapped” into
failing schools by circumstances such as income or school availability; certainly, this is
the image portrayed in some literature (e.g., Chubb & Moe, 1991; Friedman & Friedman,
1980). Those parents present policy makers with relatively straightforward interventions:
offer more choices and make the choices possible for parents who want them. This study

is principally concerned with the parents who feel they have choices, select failing
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schools and are satisfied with those schools. Those parents’ actions and thoughts are
deeply puzzling and present a difficult policy problem for choice advocates and critics
alike.
Satisfied Parents and Failing Schools

There are two types of explanations scholars offer for parents who choose failing
schools. The first focuses on the parents and the ways in which their decisions are not
optimal. Scholars argue that given the number of single mothers in urban areas, mothers
don’t have time to adequately research choice options (e.g., Henig, 1994); they are
essentially under-informed. Others point to parents who are less interested in their
children’s educations or make decisions that are somewhat less than “rational” (e.g..
Asimov, 2004; Holme, 2002). The second set of explanations focus on constraints,
problems in the system that make for an imperfect market. For example, there is not
enough high quality information (e.g., Arsen, Plank, & Sykes, 2000; Fisk & Ladd, 2001;
Schneider et. al, 2001), there are not enough schools to choose from (e.g., Glatter,
Woods, & Bagley, 1997), parents can’t afford the schools they’d like to send their
children to (e.g., Moe, 1995), or parents don’t have transportation to the schools they
might wish to select (e.g., Gewirtz, Ball, & Bowe, 1995). The remainder of this chapter
considers the first set of critiques, those concerned with the nature of parents’ choice
processes. This first set of critiques make assumptions about parents’ engagement and
the choice process. It is those assumptions this work challenges.

The Process of Choice
In the following section I make use of Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) model to

describe the process of choice in three stages, predetermination, search, and choice. 1
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outline two search procedures that are used by a wide range of parents and result in
similar outcomes with respect to satisfaction and sense of choice. I conclude by arguing
that choice processes alone do not help us understand why parents choose failing schools.

We begin with the first stage in the choice process - predetermination.
Predetermination

Gaston parents are in an option-demand choice environment. Option-demand
choice is a system of choice in which children are still assigned to neighborhood schools
but parents can opt out of those schools, most often into charter or magnet schools
(Schneider et al., 2000). Of the 48 parents in the study, forty have opted out of their
neighborhood schools. But many fewer have opted out of customary attendance patterns.
Customary attendance patterns are the patterns made when children attend an expected
sequence of schools (elementary, middle, and high). They are made up of what Fiske and
Ladd (2001) call “feeder schools” and they exist in every sector: private, public,
religious and homeschool. In Gaston, for example, if you go to St. Mary’s for middle
school, it is expected that you will either go to St. Patrick’s High School or Atonement
High School. Some children choose other schools, but most enroll in St. Patrick’s or
Atonement. The moves from St. Mary’s to St. Patrick’s or from St. Mary’s to Atonement
define the customary attendance pattern for St. Mary’s students and their parents.
Customary attendance patterns are often unofficial and not written down (though in some
cases they are).

The customary attendance pattern provides a ready-made “next school” for most
parents. This means that in the predetermination phase of choice, parents have to answer

a question: Do I need to conduct a search? Among the 48 Gaston parents, thirty-three
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conducted a search and 15 did not. There were a range of reasons parents did not conduct
searches. Nine of the 15 parents reported that no other schools offered what they wanted.
These parents knew the local schooling market from prior searches, felt confident that the
school in the customary attendance pattern was exactly what they wanted, and were sure
that other schools would not be able to offer what the customary school did. Three of the
15 said that the customary school was a good school with a good reputation so they were
willing to try it. The remaining three parents reported that they were comfortable with
the customary school and would reassess their decision after the next school year.

The parents who chose the school in the customary attendance pattern reported
that they felt confident about how their child was doing and they wanted their child’s
success to continue. The implication was that they did not need to perform a search to
“find” a school, they already had one. Mrs. Erhardt, a religious school parent, reasoned
“They’re doing so well, why would I change? They’re thriving.” There is a lot to be
unpacked in Mrs. Erhardt’s statement: her definition of “doing so well,” the implicit
notion of why one would “change,” and the assumption that one can judge a school by a
child’s progress. These issues will be taken up in the next chapter when we consider the
social construction of parents’ preferences. For now, suffice to say that many parents,
like Mrs. Erhardt, selected a school in the customary attendance pattern and their lack of
a search did not preclude them from feeling confident and satisfied with their decision.

Across the 33 parents who did conduct a search, two themes emerged as reasons
for considering schools outside the customary attendance pattern. First, parents
considered schools other than the customary school(s) because they were trying to find a

particular feature the customary school did not have. One mother, Mrs. Smothers,
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decided that the customary middle school did not have an appropriate autistic program, so
she looked for other schools that did. Another mother, Mrs. Webb, was eager for her
daughter to attend a more racially diverse high school; the customary school did not
allow for this.

A second theme in the reasons parents gave for opting out of the customary
school attendance pattern was avoidance. These parents were trying to avoid a particular
feature of the customary school. For example, two parents sent their 5™ graders to the
neighborhood elementary school and were very satisfied. The next school, the
neighborhood middle school, worried them. The parents were concerned about the
school’s leadership and felt “the kids are running the school.” One of the mothers, Mrs.
Dorsey, worried that “anything can happen to her [Spirit, her 6™ grade daughter] in that
kind of a school.” Both mothers considered schools outside the customary attendance
pattern because they wanted to avoid a school that was being “run” by the kids.

Having explained the predisposition stage as the stage in which the parent decides
whether or not she will conduct a search, we now turn to the search stage.

Search

There are two search procedures by which parents come to select a school for
their child. The first search procedure, the open search, begins with a larger set of schools
and over time, in interaction with the schooling market, narrows to some smaller set of
schools, from which the parent ultimately selects. The second search procedure, a closed
search, is a procedure by which the parent has a single or perhaps two schools in mind.

Over time, the parent gathers information about the school(s) and makes the necessary
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preparations for the child to attend the school. We begin with a consideration of the open
search, a procedure used by almost half of the parents.

Mrs. Gunnison: An open search. Mrs. Gunnison has experience making assertive
schooling decisions for her children. At age 16, her oldest son, Randy, was failing his
classes and wanted to join the military. Mrs. Gunnison wanted Randy to be able to go
back to school someday so she signed him out of high school. He is now married with
two children and has a very successful career in the Navy. Doug, the middle child,
presents a different set of concerns. He has a learning disability and never liked school.
Mrs. Gunnison has been “up at the school” for Doug since he was in pre-school. Mrs.
Gunnison removed Doug from the neighborhood middle school, Clark, because she felt it
was too dangerous. In his new charter school, South Mill, Doug is working up to his
potential and enjoys school much more than before.

Jewel is a very different student than her brothers. She is a “talented and gifted”
child, very talkative and curious. When Jewel was in first and second grade at her
magnet elementary school, Park Slope, she would often finish her work early and begin
“messing around” with her neighbors. This meant that Mrs. Gunnison was always
getting phone calls from the school. At the end of second grade, Mrs. Gunnison grew
tired of the discipline problems, concluding that Jewel wasn’t going to get what she
needed at Park Slope. Jewel took an IQ test and was accepted at a private school for the
gifted, which she attended in 3" and 4™ grade. Although she flourished in this
environment, it became too expensive and Jewel returned to her magnet school for 5
grade. A year later, Mrs. Gunnison is still paying off those two years of Jewel’s

education.
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Because of her bad experiences with Doug’s schooling, Mrs. Gunnison would like
Jewel’s middle school to be first and most importantly, safe. She explained, “To go to
Clark is survival. And kids deserve more than that.” Mrs. Gunnison prefers a middle
school with a clean environment, courteous staff, and energetic teachers who are able to
control their classrooms enough to teach. Because Jewel is a smart, capable student, Mrs.
Gunnison does not want a school where Jewel is forced to do busywork all the time,
which will bore her and lead to discipline problems again. She wants Jewel’s natural
curiosity to be nourished, encouraged, and channeled in productive directions: “If I can
keep her focused and in the right atmosphere, she’ll want to learn, she’ll want to go on [to
college].

When I asked Mrs. Gunnison, in the abstract, how she would rate different school
choices, Mrs. Gunnison reported that homeschooling offers the highest quality education
followed in order by, magnet, private, charter, religious, and neighborhood public
schools. In choosing a middle school for her daughter, however, Mrs. Gunnison felt that
only magnets and charters were “real” options. Private and religious schools are too
expensive and Mrs. Gunnison has to work, so she cannot homeschool Jewel. The
neighborhood school was not an option because of her experience there with Doug.

Given these constraints, in February, Mrs. Gunnison mentioned eight schools (see
Table 3.1). By June she had applied to South Mill, the charter school Doug attends, but
was not completely satisfied that it was a good match for Jewel. Even through South
Mill had “done wonders” for Doug and Mrs. Gunnison knew the teachers at the school

very well, she was still worried about the degree to which Jewel would be challenged.
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Table 3.1

Mrs. Gunnison'’s Choice Set

Schools Status Type Applied  Month mentioned & Follow-up

South Mill Technical  Failing Charter Yes Feb-Brother attends there, likes

Academy the teachers. Might not be
challenging enough.

Forward School Failing Magnet Yes June-Social worker encouraged
her to look into it. Liked it
immediately.

Clark MS Failing  Neighborhood No Feb-Never an option because of
experience with Doug

Bedrock Magnet MS Non- Magnet No Feb-Not an option, too much

failing busywork

Foskett MS Non- Neighborhood No Feb-Friend’s children attend there,

failing  (another district) heard only good things, Did not
look into.

Midwest Technology Non- Charter No Feb-Cousins attend there, too

Academy failing much busywork

DeLeone Academy Non- Charter No Feb-Got postcard in mail, never

failing checked into it, Seemed like a
“decent” school

Madison Academy Non- Charter No Feb-Visited when considering 5®

failing grades, was full then but liked it.

Didn’t check into for 6.

On graduation day in mid-June, the school social worker approached Mrs.
Gunnison and asked where Jewel would be going to middle school. Mrs. Gunnison
explains that Jewel had been accepted at South Mill but was still open to suggestions.
The social worker insisted that Jewel attend either the magnet middle school, Bedrock, or
Forward Academy. The social worker thought these were the only two schools “good
enough” for Jewel. Mrs. Gunnison felt that Bedrock had too much busywork, so she
wasn’t willing to send Jewel there. She had never heard of Forward, but within days she
went to the school, visited classrooms when school was in session, and met with the
parent/teacher liaison. Two things the parent liaison told Mrs. Gunnison made her

believe Forward was the right place for her daughter. First, the parent liaison sends her
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own children there. Second, the parent liaison indicated that, of the three children who
graduated from Forward this year, two got into the best magnet high school in the city
and one got into a very well respected private school in the suburbs. Before she even left
the building, Mrs. Gunnison decided Jewel would go to Forward.

There are many things Mrs. Gunnison likes about the school. It is small and filled
with children of different ethnic backgrounds. It has a looser structure based on students’
interests and creativity. With smaller classes, Mrs. Gunnison was told the teachers are
able to really challenge the students. She feels this is exactly what Jewel needs. Finally,
Mrs. Gunnison also likes the 12 hour/year volunteer requirement for parents.

Though Jewel was less excited than her mom about going to Forward, she began
the year with a positive attitude. Jewel likes Forward and has made new friends but Mrs.
Gunnison is concerned that the curriculum is not challenging her daughter: “They’re
reviewing a lot. I’m not sure if this turned out to be the right school for her. She’s not
bored. She says she likes it. It’s so easy for her. That’s the part I’m worried about.
They made it seem like they really challenge the kids when I went up there.” But Mrs.
Gunnison doesn’t want to jump to conclusions so she is going to “give it until January
and see how things go.” In the meantime, she is reconsidering Bedrock Magnet Middle
in the hopes that Jewel could go to school there in January if things at Forward do not
improve. Though Mrs. Gunnison rejected Bedrock earlier because of the amount of
busywork, she said she was going to go up to the school to look around, explaining, “I
know [Bedrock] is one of the better schools.”

The open search. Stepping back from the details of Mrs. Gunnison and Jewel, we

see that different schools held different status in Mrs. Gunnison’s mind. Some schools
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were worth looking into, others were not. The set of schools she considered “real
options” grew smaller as time went by. In January, there were certain schools that were
already dismissed as options. Between January and July, Mrs. Gunnison became aware
of particular schools, chose to investigate some, and apply to others. Friends
recommended schools they knew, a professional suggested two magnet schools, Mrs.
Gunnison got a postcard about a charter school. The sources of information varied, as
did Mrs. Gunnison’s reasons for particular actions. In all this complexity, however, there

is a structure. Figure 3.1 depicts the open search procedure over time.
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Figure 3.1. The Open Search Procedure
The schools Mrs. Gunnison considered can be sorted into five sets which become
smaller and smaller as one moves down and to the right in the figure. I will briefly

explain them here.
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1: First, there is the set of schools that actually exist, the potential set. These are
the grade appropriate schools (of all types—private, religious, charter, etc.) that are in a
two mile radius of Mrs. Gunnison’s home. Two miles would be approximately 10
minutes driving time, with traffic — a reasonable commute for many parents. In Mrs.
Gunnison’s case, there were 13 schools like this, seven of which were tuition free. Of the
13 potential schools, Mrs. Gunnison only mentioned three. Ten schools that were in the
two mile radius were not mentioned. We do not have data concerning why Mrs.
Gunnison never considered these nearby schools “real options.” We do know that she
mentioned eight schools, three within a two miles radius, five outside that radius.

2: The second set of schools is the choice set. These are all the schools the parent
mentioned. Some schools in this set are deemed unsuitable by the parent and never
looked into. We can think of the choice set as the schools that are on the parents’ radar
screen. In our conversations, Mrs. Gunnison mentioned eight schools; three of which
she chose not to pursue. The neighborhood middle school was unsafe and a local charter
and a nearby magnet school emphasized too much busywork. Mrs. Gunnison felt all
three were unsuitable.

3: The third, and still smaller, set of schools is the suitable set. These are the
schools that the parent discussed as “real” options. Some schools in the potential set are
investigated and applied to; others are eventually ruled out. Still others are never looked
into and effectively remain in the back of parents’ minds. In Mrs. Gunnison’s case, there
were five schools in her suitable set, three charter, one magnet, and one neighborhood
school in an adjacent district. For a variety of reasons, parents do not apply to all the

schools in the suitable set. Sometimes, the parent falls in love with one school and stops
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her search there. Sometimes, the child identifies one school she wants to go, and the
parent investigates that school and not another one. And sometimes, the parent simply
runs out of time and can’t apply to all suitable schools. Mrs. Gunnison found two schools
that seemed reasonable; she never checked into the other three because she felt one of the
two would be acceptable.

4: Schools in the eligible set are the schools a child could actually attend if
everything worked out well. In other words, parents have completed whatever steps are
necessary to be considered eligible by the school. Mrs. Gunnison applied to South Mill
and Forward Academy, these schools make up her eligible set. Inevitably there will be
schools the parent cannot get the child into (for reasons of low grades, test scores, not
being selected in the lottery, the school not having space, etc.). These schools, though
desirable, are effectively unattainable.

5: The final schools, the schools in the attainable set, are those that the child has
been accepted to and is able to attend if the parent so chooses. In the case of Mrs.
Gunnison, her eligible set and attainable set are the same since Jewel was accepted to
both Forward and South Mill. This is not the case with all students. Many are not
admitted to all of the schools in the eligible set, so their attainable set is smaller than their
eligible set. From the attainable set, the parent selects the final school.

A natural question one might ask is: How many schools were in each set? Table
3.2 shows that across the sample, parents had some 453 schools within a two mile radius
of their homes, an average of 9.06 schools for each parent. Fewer than half (191 of 453)

that number were mentioned in the choice sets. On average, for a given child, parents
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considered 3.82 schools. They viewed 3.04 of those schools as suitable. They applied to
and were eligible for 1.86 schools, and eventually were able to select from 1.38 schools. '’
Table 3.2

Frequencies of Schools in Sets

Potential set Choice set Suitable set Eligible set  Attainable set

Total 453 191 152 93 69
Mean 9.06 3.82 3.04 1.86 1.38
(SD) (4.67) 2.71) (1.94) (1.09) 0.57)
Median 10 4 3 1 1
Mode 11 1 1 1 1

As the last line of the table makes clear, averages do not tell the whole story. The
most common (modal) number of schools considered (choice set) is one; the most
common number of schools applied to (eligible set) is one; and the modal number of
schools parents select from (feasible set) is one. But there are parents whose process is
not modal, and so we have two types of searches, one that looks much more like the
modal process and, in fact, involves only one school which I will discuss as a “closed”
search in the next section; the other, which looks like the mean, entails selecting the final
school from a slightly larger pool of schools, the open search process that Mrs.

Gunnison’s case illustrates.

' The numbers reported here are summed over all the 48 parents so there are duplicates. The totals do not

represent unique schools. This convention is used because the unit of analysis is the parent, not the school.
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You will remember that 15 of the 48 parents did not search for a school because
they felt satisfied with the school in the customary attendance pattern. An additional 22
parents conducted open searches similar to Mrs. Gunnison. This leaves 11 parents.
These 11 parents conducted a search but it was quite different from the open search
process. Rather than considering almost any school as a potential school, the remaining
11 parents had small choice sets, often just 2 or 3 schools, and they applied to only one
school. In order to better understand a closed search, we will consider the case of Mrs.
Borden.

Mrs. Borden: A closed search. In contrast to Mrs. Gunnison (whose choice set
included eight schools), Mrs. Borden did not consider a wide variety of schools and the
two schools she did consider were outside the two mile radius that defines our potential
set. This is similar to other parents who apply to a single school. Their search does not
involve “finding” the right school. Instead, prior to making an active selection for their
children, the parents have already narrowed down to a small number of schools. They
gather information and compare schools, but in the end, they apply to just one school.
Mrs. Borden’s thinking is representative of the group of parents who arrive at a decision
through what I call a “closed” search.

Mrs. Borden is a married, white mother of two children, Johnny and Clyde.
While she discusses schooling issues with her husband, Mrs. Borden is the primary
decision maker in the family. “He trusts me on these things,” Mrs. Borden explained.
Though she is not college educated, Mrs. Borden has taken college classes and has
worked in a variety of educational and business settings. She volunteers at the boys’

school and has been involved in their educations since they were young. From making



library trips to participating in the PTA to helping with homework and making sure
Johnny and Clyde go to church every week, Mrs. Borden is engaged in boys’ day-to-day
educational activities.

Johnny (8™ grade) and Clyde (6™ grade) attend the same school, St. Mimi, which
is a Lutheran private school that serves families through the 8™ grade. Though the family
is originally Catholic and Mrs. Borden attended Catholic school, both children have
attended the Lutheran school since Clyde was in daycare and Johnny was in 2™ grade.
Since the children began Lutheran school, the family has migrated to St. Mimi’s Lutheran
congregation. God is the focus at St. Mimi and this was Mrs. Borden’s main concern
when she originally chose a religious school for her sons: “I want them to know that
God is the biggest part of their life...when God is taken away from the equation, you end
up with a lot of problems because they don’t understand why they’re here or what they’re
here for and that somebody always loves them.” Over the course of the last school year,
however, Mrs. Borden has had to consider other issues in her sons’ educations.

Until the 8th grade, Johnny was doing well in school, getting As and Bs, cleaning
his room, active in Boy Scouts. Things have changed dramatically this year. Johnny has
started to earn mostly Cs and Ds. He doesn’t “take pride in his room.” Two badges away
from being an eagle scout, he has quit Boy Scouts altogether. Mrs. Borden is worried
about these developments but believes that, in time, Johnny will come back around. She
is nervous but has faith that this is just a phase that he will eventually snap out of. She
explained however, that Johnny does not want to go to St. Juliet, the high school that Mr.
and Mrs. Borden planned on him attending. Many graduates of St. Mimi attend St Juliet,

and Mrs. Borden has “always known” that Johnny would go there. Though Mr. and Mrs.
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Borden have concerns about St. Juliet’s declining enrollment, lack of counselors, and
potential financial problems, they prefer it to any other school. Mrs. Borden feels it
offers a great education, small classes in which her son will get one-on-one attention, and
a focus on God. Johnny feels like a lot of his friends do not want to go to St. Juliet and
he wants a “real” high school experience. St. Juliet feels too small and does not have the
football, band, and social activities he associates with “real” school. His girlfriend and
good friend will be attending Harry Smith, a large comprehensive high school in a
neighboring district, and Johnny wants to be with his friends.

The Bordens are committed to education and want both of the boys to go to
college, saving for that eventuality through a state subsidized program for almost 11
years. Johnny’s education is paid for and Clyde’s is almost paid for. Mrs. Borden
explained that college or not, “My job is to let them learn about life in a supervised
environment and let them go out on their own and lead productive adult lives. You
know, I want them to move out. You know? But I don’t want them to not be able to take
care of themselves either. 1 want them to make good decisions.” Mrs. Borden’s choice
set is below in Table 3.3.

Table 3.3

Mrs. Borden’s Choice Set

Schools Status Type Applied  Month mentioned & Follow-up
St. Juliet HS Non- Religious No Feb-“Next” school for St. Mimi
Failing students. Small, high quality, but

Johnny doesn’t want to go there.

Harry Smith HS Failing Neighborhood Yes Feb-Johnny has friends going
(adjacent there. Large, comprehensive
district) high school. A St. Mimi teacher
is sending her child there.
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Mrs. Borden thought a lot about whether or not to force Johnny to go to St. Juliet.
Growing up, she was forced to change schools in high school and it had a dramatic effect
on her behavior and grades. She got into a lot of trouble and did many things she now
regrets. Mrs. Borden’s first choice is St. Juliet but she tried to balance her preference
against Johnny’s, “If you force them to do things they don’t want to do, they’re either
going to end up hating the situation or they’re gonna end up hating you.”

Over the course of the spring and summer, Mrs. Borden decided to allow Johnny
to go to Harry Smith. It was a difficult decision but, for a number of reasons, she made it
nonetheless. First, a teacher at St. Mimi’s decided to send her daughter to Harry Smith.
Mrs. Borden had extended conversations with the teacher and came to believe, through
information the teacher had gathered, that the school was academically acceptable and
provided a “socially safe” environment. Second, Mrs. Borden visited the school a
number of times and many of her concerns were alleviated. She met a few counselors,
saw some of the students, and walked through the building:

It’s clean. The children seem really well behaved. There’s no like...low-life

looking kids around. I don’t know (pause) somebody who is just obviously on

drugs. I’ve been there at all different times of the day. I’ve never smelled smoke

walking past the bathrooms. So obviously the hall monitor is doing his job. I

mean I’m sure it goes on but.... (2“" interview)

In addition to her own school visits, in the late spring Johnny began driver’s education
classes at the school. He got to know some of the students in his classes and Mrs. Borden
felt they were good kids. Together, these three developments reassured Mrs. Borden that

Harry Smith was a reasonable school.
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In October, Johnny was doing well. His grades were back up and he was happy.
He seems to be adjusting well and hangs around with a “nice” group of friends who are
mostly Boy Scouts and graduates of St. Mimi. Though there are no signs of problems,
Mrs. Borden still views the current arrangement as a trial. “We’re gonna do it on a year
to year basis. If we start having problems, having the wrong type of friends or grade
problems or anything else, then I will put him in St. Juliet. I don’t want to use it as a
punishment but it is a little more controlled there.” Overall, Mrs. Borden is highly
satisfied with her decision and feels it has been good for Johnny.

The closed search. Like Mrs. Borden, many parents have an idea about which
school their child will attend. They do not consider every possible grade appropriate
school, nor do they need to. They have their eye on two, maybe three, schools and, after
some investigation, they make a decision and apply to the preferred school. Some
parents, like Mrs. Borden, know where they want their child to go to school but then
something happens; their child refuses to go, is not accepted to the school, or the parent’s
preference changes suddenly (e.g., finding out one’s child is ADHD and preferring a
school that can accommodate his needs). It is only then that the parents consider
alternatives and begin a closed search. This much narrower, closed form of the search
procedure differs from the open search in terms of the number of schools considered, but
is similar in terms of the satisfaction, sense of choice, and final school status it can
produce. Table 3.4 summarizes the similarities and differences between the types of

searches.
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Table 3.4

Frequencies of Search Characteristics

Characteristic Search type
None Open Closed
Number of parents 15 22 11
Mean schools in choice set 1 7.5 34
Satisfaction
Dissatisfied 0.00 (0) 4.55(1) 18.18 (2)

Satisfied or highly satisfied 100.00 (15) 95.46 (21) 81.82(9)
Sense of choice

Few choices 13.33(2) 31.82(7) 36.36 (4)

Have choices 86.67 (13) 68.18(15) 63.64(7)

Final school status

Failing 13.33(2)  63.64(14) 81.82(9)
Non-failing 60.00(9)  3636(8) 18.18(2)
Homeschool 2667(4)  0.00(0)  0.00 (0)

Note. Numbers in parentheses are counts.

These results contradict the notion that more choice is better. After all, parents in
the group that did not conduct a search and had a choice set of one, were the most

satisfied, had the greatest sense of choice, and were most efficient at choosing a non-
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failing school."" As the sample is small, we must, however, interpret these frequencies
with caution. If we want to determine whether or not a larger choice set is associated
with the decision to attend a non-failing school we must evaluate the relationship
between choice set size (not search type) and final school status. This evaluation was
conducted as part of the model presented in Chapter Five (see Appendix A for results).

To summarize, choice set size is not associated with higher levels of satisfaction
or a greater sense of choice. It also is not associated with a particular group of parents.
All of the correlations between choice set size and income, education, and race are not
statistically significant or substantively important. In short, there is not a prototypical
parent who considers many schools and then narrows down the potential schools as time
goes by. All different parents -- low-income, white, black, urban, suburban -- engaged in
the open search procedure. And all different parents engaged in no search or a closed
search. We can conclude then, that the type of search does not alone explain why parents
choose the schools they do. In particular, it does not explain why some parents choose
failing schools.

We now turn the third and final phase of the choice process, the choice.
Choice

As mentioned earlier, I use the Hossler and Gallagher (1987) process liberally.
Having spoken for many hours with parents, I am convinced that “choice” is happening
at almost every turn, not after the search process as Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987)

model supposes. Throughout the search, parents are making choices: about schools to

' Only the relationship between choice set size and final school status is statistically significant and of

substantive importance, r = -.47, p < .001.
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consider, schools to investigate further, schools to remove from the running. Though
there certainly is a moment when a choice has to be made, there are many choices
throughout the process that provide us evidence of parents’ thinking. Therefore, my
analysis of the choice phase spans the entire choice process, from predetermination to
choice. All three groups of parents — those who did not search, those who conducted a
closed search and those who conducted an open search -- are accounted for in this
analysis of choice.

Parents’ gave many different reasons for their behavior. Their reasons were not
only diverse, they were voluminous. Parents gave 74 different reasons for viewing a
school as unsuitable. They gave 166 different reasons for choosing the school their child
ultimately attended. To summarize parents’ reasoning, interviews were coded twice
using two different coding schemes. The first coding scheme, generated inductively,
used the categories of “holistic,” “academic,” “social,” “logistic,” “administrative,” and
“other”. The second coding scheme was binary and used the categories of “interpretive”
and “measurable”. I will first briefly describe the two coding schemes and then I will
present the data on parental reasoning.

The first scheme was focused on the substance in parents’ reasoning. Holistic
reasons included, “they are thriving where they are” and the child “isn’t ready for that
kind of school.” Academic reasons were those that focused on concerns around
classroom teaching and learning. The curriculum being “too basic,” “good teachers,” and
“many learning resources” were all coded as academic reasons for parental behavior.
Parents mentioned many social reasons as well: “friends are going there” or the child

“knows people there” or the students are “too rough” at that school, these reasons were

71



coded as social reasons. Logistical reasons were those that pertained to the location,
transportation, and cost issues associated with a school. For example, reasons such as
“moving to the area,” “too expensive”, and “close enough to sibling’s school” were all
coded as logistical reasons. In contrast, reasons such as “couldn’t meet some of the
school’s paperwork requirements” or “missed the application deadline” were coded as
administrative reasons. Finally, there were a few reasons which didn’t fit well into any of
the other categories. “That school has good lunch” and other equally puzzling reasons
were coded into the other category."

The second coding scheme was binary and coded reasons as interpretive or
measurable. Interpretive reasons were those which required an assessment of some
school feature. They were reasons which might commonly be described as opinions:
“matched my philosophical approach,” “Sarah can be successful there,” and “students are
too rowdy.” These types of reasons relied on parents’ personal understandings of a
school’s tangible features. In contrast, measurable reasons were reasons given by parents
to which a number or third party measurement could be attached, including “small
classes,” “less expensive,” and “close to home.” “Higher state scores” and “offers

Spanish class” were also coded as measurable.

12 parents discussed safety in different ways. On a survey “safety” is a comprehensive category that
obscures the subtlety of the ways in which parents use the term. For example, some parents talk about
unsafe schools as places that threaten their child’s ability to develop, socially and intellectually. Other
parents discuss unsafe schools as socially chaotic places in which their child might get “mixed-up” in the
wrong crowd. Depending on the context in which the parent discussed their concerns, “safety” was coded

in the social, holistic or administrative category.
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Both analyses are summarized below in Table 3.5. The headings used in the table
are taken from Figure 3.1. “Unsuitable” refers to the reasons parents offered for not
considering a school at all. “Suitable” and “eligible” refer to the reasons parents offered
for pursuing some schools and not pursuing other schools, respectively. Reasons in the
‘“unattainable” category are those reasons parents offered for their child not being
accepted to a particular school. In many cases, the child didn’t get into a school the
parent applied to or was waitlisted by that school. The “attainable” category includes all
the reasons parents gave for selecting the school they eventually did. This category is the

one most research on choice has historically focused on.
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Perhaps the most striking pattern in parents’ reasoning is the similarity across
time. Parents offer the same reasons for determining a school is unsuitable as they do for
viewing a school as suitable. In all the school sets except one, parents offer holistic,
academic, and logistic reasons most frequently. As the choice process evolves, parental
reasoning relies on the same criteria. Holistic and academic reasons are either the most
or second most frequently mentioned reasons in all the sets except one. We see the same
pattern of similarity across time if we consider the measurable/interpretive coding
scheme. Roughly half of the reasons offered for each set of schools are measurable, half
are interpretive. Again, these similarities hold except for the case of the “unattainable”
category, which we will return to in a moment. These analyses suggest that when we
aggregate parents’ thinking, there is stability in reasoning across time. Throughout the
choice process, parents tend to choose schools for holistic, academic, and logistic
reasons. In their final decisions, academic reasons are the most frequently cited. This is
consistent with much of the school choice literature (e.g., Gill et al., 2001; Schneider et
al., 2000). The longitudinal perspective this study affords us suggests that parental
reasoning is consistent over the eight months preceding the ultimate choice.

It is important to consider that the reasons represented in Table 3.5 are parents’
reasons. If a parent said they choose a school because the “teachers are good,” that is
how it was recorded. The teacher may or may not however, be “good” from another,
perhaps more objective point of view. If we are to understand parents’ thinking we must
understand how they see the world, but we must also understand how parents’ views
match up with policy makers’ views. Even though we see academic criteria -- the criteria

policy makers would most like parents to pay attention to -- playing a large role in
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parents’ choices, this data does not support the interpretation that policy makers and
parents are on the same page around issues of academics. They may be, but because
there was no comparison to an external set of criteria, we do not know. Therefore, these
data cannot be used to assess the soundness of parental reasoning from a policy
perspective.” It can, however, be used to establish a description of parents’
understandings of schools as well as a description of the reasons that are most prevalent
in the choice process.

In both analyses, the only set which does not fit the pattern described is the
unattainable set. In the first analysis, the two most frequently mentioned reasons are
logistical (40%) and administrative (30%). None of the other sets of schools have these
types of reasons as the most or second more prevalent reason. In the second analysis,
ninety percent of the reasons were measurable while only 10% were interpretive. Again,
this is quite different from the 50/50 pattern we see at other points in the choice process.
This difference is not, however, particularly surprising. After applying to a school, for the
most part, parents — at least not the parents in this sample -- do not have control over
whether or not their child is accepted to that school.

Parents’ responses in this category hint at the bi-directional reasoning underlying
parents’ choices. The reasons articulated by parents suggest that parents are not only
acting on schools through their consideration, investigation, and application to particular
schools, schools are also acting on parents’ thinking and choices through measurable

actions such as never calling back, rejecting a student, or placing a student on the waiting

" Very few studies have tried to match parents’ stated reasons with the relevant school features. A notable

expectation is Schneider et al.’s work (2000). Chapter 5 considers which this type of analysis is so rare.
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list. Parents co-construct school choice: Parents choose schools and schools choose
parents, not just at some final stage but throughout the process. Parents know this and
they take account of it in their decision making.

Up to this point I have argued that, although more than half of the parents selected
failing schools, they were satisfied with their choices, felt they had choices, and selected
schools that were similar to their child’s previous school (as measured by school status).

I have laid out the three phases of the choice process, predetermination, search, and
choice. I have suggested that some parents choose the school in their customary
attendance pattern, thus never moving out of the predetermination phase. Others use one
of two search procedures -- closed and open -- to identify a potential school for their
child. I have also argued that across the choice process, parents use consistent reasoning
that privileges academic and holistic concerns. I have not yet, however, taken up the
critique that portrays parents as under-informed, disinterested, overwhelmed, and
somewhat less than rational. It is to this critique I now turn. In the next section, I
investigate parents’ actions across the search and choice phases of the choice process. By
looking at parents’ actions, I propose that we can learn how parents’ are thinking about
choice and to what degree their actions are interested and informed.

Parents’ Actions: Windows Into Parents’ Engagement

The last section of this chapter makes inferences about parental engagement based
on parents’ actions in the predetermination, search, and choice phases. We consider three
actions -- the methods parents use to find out about potential schools, the visits parents

make to potential schools, and the choice sets parents construct -- in chronological order.
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School Discovery

Parents find out about or “discover” schools in many different ways: a friend
recommends a school, the parent is reading the newspaper and there is an article about a
school, or perhaps a parent drives past a school and notices it for the first time. By
considering how parents come to nominate potential schools, we can better understand
the reasoning underlying their choices. The 48 parents in this study were aware of 191
schools. The methods of discovery varied both within and across parents. Table 3.6
summarizes the methods into seven categories.
Table 3.6

Frequencies of Discovery Methods in Choice, Suitable, Eligible, and Attainable Sets

Discovery method  Choice set Suitable set Eligible set Attainable set

(n=191) (n=152) (n=93) (n=69)
Social 39.27 42.11 41.94 28.99
Family 18.32 20.39 26.88 36.23
Assigned 18.85 11.84 13.98 15.94
Chance 8.38 7.89 2.15 2.90
Tools 5.76 6.58 9.68 8.70
Extra-curricular 5.76 7.24 4.30 5.80
Others 3.66 3.95 1.08 1.45

Note. N refers to the total number of schools in that particular category.

Clearly, social and family connections are the primary method of discovering
schools. Thirty-nine percent of the 191 schools were discovered by parents through some
type of social connection (a friend’s recommendation, another parent’s suggestion, etc.).

In the suitable and eligible sets, forty two percent of schools were discovered through
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social connections. If we consider family members to be a “social connection,”
approximately 58% of all schools considered in the study were discovered through social
connections. The second most common method of discovering schools is by being
assigned to them, accounting for 19 % of the total schools mentioned. Tools, such as the
internet, parent magazines, and the newspaper only accounted for 6% (or 12) of the 191
schools mentioned. These data suggest that parents find out about schools primarily
through their networks of family and friends, acquaintances at church or the YMCA,
school counselors or social workers. Other methods such as the internet, TV, and direct
mail are utilized by parents, but to a much smaller extent. The common sense notion that
parents find out about schools through word of mouth is largely true for this group of
parents.

Discovery through connections is likely to carry with it both effort and
information. There is more effort, for example, associated with having a conversation
with the neighbor than there is with receiving a post card in the mail. The prior requires
some willingness, the later that you have a mailbox. Though a social conversation may
require less effort than for example, internet research, it requires more effort than many
other methods of discovery. This suggests that the primary method of school discovery
used by Gaston parents demonstrates some amount of effort and interest. It also suggests
that parents are basing their decisions on information. Conversations convey
information. A friend is not likely to say, “You should check out Washington Middle
School” without also telling you why she thinks you should consider the school.
Numerous Gaston mothers relayed the information they had learned through their

conversations. They retold stories like Mrs. Wise:
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There’s another one I’'m thinking of...a girlfriend of mine, the one that has her

three [children] at Park Slope, well some school in Westville where it only cost a

dollar. She said it only costs a dollar. But the only time I see her is when she’s

dropping off her kids and I haven’t seen her in a while. You know so....she’s
thinking of that school. And I don’t know, she’s been up there and said it was
great. Yea, and it only costs a dollar. (1% interview)

Like the information gathered from school visits, we do not know the accuracy of
the information gathered through social connections. But we do know parents value it
highly. Almost to a person, parents felt that other parents are the best source of
information about schools, perhaps because other parents’ concerns had a validity that
resonated — even while concerns might have differed — with them. So again, these data
suggest that parents’ decisions are interested and based on information they value.
Parents exert effort in the form of conversations and they gather relevant information,
judgments, and opinions from those conversations.

School Visits

A second set of actions that can help us make inferences about parents’
engagement is the behavior surrounding school visits. Parents gathered information
about schools by going to visit. In fact, they became increasingly aggressive in their
visits the further into the search process they got. If we hypothesize that a school visit is
likely to result in information which will assist parents in decision making, Table 3.7
shows that most of the schools to which parents applied were also visited (76%). As we
move to the right on the table, we see an increase in the proportion of schools parents

visit. This suggests that as parents become more serious about a school as a potential

80



option, they are more inclined to visit the school. In the attainable set, the set of schools
the child has been accepted to, parents visited 88% of the schools. Prior to the start of
school, 44 of 48 parents stood in the building they ultimately selected for their child.
Table 3.7

Frequency of Schools Visited in Choice, Suitable, Eligible, and Attainable Sets

Choice set  Suitable set  Eligible set  Attainable set

(n=191) (n=152) (n=93) (n=69)
87 85 71 61
(45.5%) (55.9%) (76.3%) (88.4%)

Though a visit to a school does not guarantee what experts might describe as the essential
knowledge necessary to make a decision about that school (e.g., standardized test scores,
comparative analysis of similar schools, teachers’ certification status), a visit does
provide parents with images of the physical plant, some of the resources the school has,
the students who attend the school, and the adults who work there. In fact, across the
families who participated in this study, school visits constitute an important mechanism
for gathering information. Parents reported that visits were essential to their assessment
of a particular school’s appropriateness for their child. These data support two
conclusions. First, busy parents (working mothers, for example) cared enough to make
time to visit the schools they were seriously considering. And second, most parents in
this study made decisions based on information they believed was useful. It is also
important to note that those visits involved both interpretive -- “I liked the feel of the

school” -- and measurable -- “There is a gym, a stage, and a cafeteria -- information.
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Though experts may disagree about the accuracy or relevancy of the information, parents
are nonetheless making decisions based on information that mattered to them.
Potential and Choice Sets

Parents’ actions regarding school discovery and school visits allow us to examine
the engagement inherent in their choices. As I have already mentioned, however, the
data do not allow us to judge the validity of the information collected or the decisions
made, for we do not have independent measures of school or teacher quality. Even if we
had independent measures of quality, there would still be space for questions. Parents’
and policy makers’ definition of a good teacher for example, may differ because one or
the other is wrong (e.g., makes a invalid assessment or does not consider all the
dimensions of “good”). Their definitions may vary because they have different values.
They may disagree about which traits are most important in a good teacher. So while we
cannot directly evaluate the accuracy of the information parents gathered or the
“soundness” of their reasoning, we can indirectly evaluate the results of that information
and reasoning. We can evaluate the end product of parents’ search procedures — the
choice set. If we compare the choice sets parents construct and the potential sets
presented by geographic location, we can evaluate the results of parents’ reasoning using
external criteria.

In comparing the potential and choice sets, at a minimum, size, quality, cost, and
selectivity should be investigated. Though there are certainly other relevant school
characteristics, these four criteria provide a snapshot comparison between parents’
constructed choice sets and the schools that are available to them. In this study, size

refers to the average number of schools. Quality refers to the average proportion of
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schools that are non-failing. Cost refers to the average proportion of schools that are
tuition free. Selectivity refers to the average proportion of schools that have selective
admissions procedures.

As Table 3.8 describes, parents construct choice sets that are on average, smaller
and of higher quality than the schools that geographically surround them. Parents’
choice sets contain 3.77 schools in comparison to the nine potential schools which
surround parents’ homes. In other words, parents consider less than half the number of
schools that are within two miles of their homes." Parents’ choice sets also contain a
greater proportion of schools that are non-failing. On average, choice sets have 51% non-
failing schools in comparison to 36% of the average potential set. Choice sets also
contained a slightly higher proportion of schools that are free and selective as compared
to the potential set. Neither of these differences was statistically significant and the

associated d-values suggest they were not of substantive importance.

" This is slightly misleading. By saying that parents considered less than half of the number of schools in
the potential set, | mean they considered that number of schools. They may or may not have considered

the specific schools that make up their potential set.

83



Table 3.8

Potential and Choice Set Size, Quality, Cost, and Selectivity

Mean d

Potential set Choice set

Size 9.00 3.77* 1.01
Quality 0.36 0.51%* 0.38
Cost 0.68 0.72 0.09
Selectivity 0.51 0.55 0.08

Note. Means were compared on a matched sample t-test. * p=0.05, **p<0.0001

While these data do not support the conclusion that parents are making “good” decisions
as judged by proxies that are currently being used by policymakers, together with other
data, they do support the assertion that parents are making interested, informed, reasoned
decisions.

We have considered three actions which, taken together, suggest that Gaston
parents made interested, informed, reasoned decisions. Their actions stand in contrast to
the deficit characterizations inherent in the assumptions and policy recommendations of
some researchers and the media. The prevalence of social networks, school visits, and
relative high quality choice sets across the sample, suggests that we cannot explain the
choice of failing schools by some sort of parent failure. We must consider other
explanations.

Conclusions

I have described the choice process as a process that is roughly separable into

three phases, predetermination, search, and choice. This process results in three groups

of parents, parents who do not conduct a search but chose a school in the customary
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attendance pattern, parents who conduct a closed search, and parents who conduct an
open search. All three sets of parents are similarly satisﬁed and empowered with a sense
of choice. Though the groups differ greatly in the number of schools in their choice sets,
they make statistically and qualitatively similar choices. Process alone does not explain
parents’ choice of failing schools.

Parents’ actions, visible throughout the choice process, suggest that parents made
interested, informed choices that were based on stable criteria and resulted in smaller,
higher quality choice sets. We see evidence of parents’ interest in their effort to visit
schools and carry on conversations with others about potential schools. We see evidence
of the informed nature of parents’ choices in their school visits and conversations with
other parents. We see evidence of parents’ reasoning and skill in their consistent
emphasis on academic and holistic criteria and ability to create smaller choice sets with
more non-failing schools. From all of this evidence, we see a picture of informed caring
parents who are trying to find good academic schools in which their children can mature.
Again, we cannot pin parents’ selection of failing schools on disengagement or a lack of
appropriate skills.

One final explanation for parents’ choices (that is embedded in the critique
outlined at the beginning of in this chapter) is this: parents are simply under tremendous
constraints. They don’t have access to transportation. They can’t afford tuition. They
don’t have access to accurate information. These are plausible explanations for many
parents, but as I will show, they do not apply to this particular group of parents. Not only
is there little qualitative data to support this explanation, there is no statistically

significant or substantively important relationship between choosing a failing school and
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parents’ income, education, the accuracy of information used, or the number of schools
the child was eligible to attend (see Table 3.9).
Table 3.9

Relationship Between School Status and Constraints

Constraints ¥ DF p ¢
Income 031 1 0.58 0.083
Parents’ education 1.1 1 028 0.17

Accuracy of information 0.67 1 041 0.12

# schools in attainableset 0.03 1 0.86 -0.03

This evidence suggests that constraints are not playing a decisive role in determining
whether or not children end up in failing schools. Certainly parents are under constraints,
even wealthy parents who can afford cars, tuition, and pay someone to gather accurate
information. But again, for this group of parents, constraints alone do not explain why
sensible parents choose failing schools.

Thus far I have suggested that the choice process, parents’ engagement, and
constraints do not explain parents’ choice of failing schools. As mentioned in the
conceptual framework, RCT considers preferences to be exogenous to any model. Based
on the fact that we have eliminated the leading explanations for choosing a failing school,
we must turn to an alternative explanation, the possibility that preferences are
endogenous. In the next chapter, I demonstrate the ways in which parents’ preferences
(the independent variable) are not independent of the odds of choosing a failing school

(the dependent variable). I argue that the social construction of parents’ preferences
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warrants a careful consideration of the distribution of those preferences over racial.

educational, and income groups.
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Chapter Four
The Social Construction of Preferences
Summary
Rational choice theory is used by many economists to elegantly and simply
portray parental choice. Parents gather information, have preferences, are constrained by
circumstances, and make choices. The messiness of human existence drops away -- as it
necessarily does in much social science. The method of this study, however, was
interpretive, and aimed to understand choice from the parents’ perspective -- in all of its
human, messy, contextualized detail. Using eight cases, I explore four propositions that
anchor and bound the social construction of parents’ preferences. I argue that the four
propositions describe dimensions of parents’ preferences — academic achievement, child
development, school quality, and geography — crucial to our understanding of parents’
choice sets and school selections. The social and historical nature of these propositions
suggests that certain preferences are unlikely to be distributed evenly across parents, and
thus might be considered in choice policies aimed at more equitable provision of
education.
Propositions and Preferences
Rational choice theory has two broad categories which inform models of human
interactions: constraints and preferences. When applied to school choice, preferences
can be thought of as parents’ desires for particular features, outcomes, or values related to
the schools their children attend. Parents can prefer a school that is close by, or they can
prefer to have their oldest and youngest child be in the same school, or they can prefer a

positive peer group for their child. Though these are different types of preferences, we
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can imagine that any one, or all three together, could inform parents’ decisions about
where to send their children to school.

If we think of preferences as parents’ desires, constraints act to limit or modify
those desires. Parents’ income, access to transportation, and information about schools
constrain parents’ expression of their preferences. Less obvious constraints -- such as a
child not being accepted to the parent’s preferred school or missing the application
deadline for a school -- also play a role in constraining parents’ preferences. Though
both constraints and preferences are important in school choice decisions, constraints
have been relatively well specified in the literature (e.g., Gauri, 1998; Moe, 1995;
Peterson, 1998; Rasell & Rothstein, 1993) while preferences remain underspecified. This
chapter focuses on the ongoing dynamic process by which parents’ preferences are
created by human beings, that is, the social construction of parents’ preferences.

Preferences are situated in and informed by culture. Many scholars from diverse
disciplinary backgrounds have developed explanations of the role culture plays in
shaping and influencing an individual’s ideas <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>