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     Contemporary public education is viewed by many to be in turmoil, in part due to a 

changing population:  increases in the number of students of poverty, handicapped 

individuals, teen parents, and students for whom English is not a first language.  These 

and other issues have changed the face of our expectations for American education, and a 

“one size fits all” mentality will no longer suffice. 

     The resulting school reform often appears in the guise of school choice.  School 

choice can take many forms, including the voucher system, tuition tax credits, magnet 

schools, and charter schools, among others. 

     This study examines the perceived differences, as viewed by parents, between charter 

schools and traditional public schools, and the ambient or intangible reasons that parents 

are making the choice for charter schools.  

     A charter school on the Texas-Mexico border, which had been in existence for at least 

two years was selected for the study.  Participants in the study were parents, all mothers, 
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who completed a pre-survey of basic demographic information.  Two extensive 

interviews were completed for each.  Three focus groups, also consisting of charter 

school parents, were convened and interviewed in an effort to triangulate the data. 

     Chapter Four of the study provides thick descriptions of the participants, while 

Chapter Five organizes the findings into common, emerging themes.  Chapter Six 

provides the conclusions of the study which indicate that there are some commonalities 

and some differences perceived by parents between charter and public schools.  The 

ambient or intangible factors involved in choice decision were not found to be any 

different than those found in other literature on school choice.  Implications for the 

practitioner and future researchers are included in the final chapter.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction to the Study 

     Up until the post World War II decades, the public educational system envisioned by 

Thomas Jefferson, that an educated electorate determined the success of a democracy, 

was firmly entrenched (Charter Schools, 1999; Goodman, 1974; Stevick & Levinson, 

2008).  

Above all things I hope the education of the common people will be attended to, 

convinced that on their good sense we may rely with the most security for the 

preservation of a due degree of liberty. (Ford 1894, p. 480) 

As such, the establishment of public education was viewed by the federal government as 

a public trust (Charter schools, 1999).  Nowhere in the U. S. Constitution, not in its seven 

articles, not in the original Bill of Rights, not in any of the subsequent amendments, is 

there any specific language about education (Wartgow, 2008).  The financing, control, 

and operations of public schools were left to states and communities with the assumption 

that they knew what was best for children.  Federal government intervention came about 

only in issues such as civil rights, school integration, equal opportunity and access, and 

health and safety (Charter schools, 1999). 

     It would be hard to deny that contemporary public education is in turmoil, but even in 

this, there is disagreement.  Is it better or worse?  Are public schools still the finest in the 

world or have these societal microcosms placed the nation at risk?  Do the mediocre 

student test scores reflect poor teaching or is it simply that there are more high-risk 

students staying in school?  Finally, is the educational system responsible for the 
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technology that took this country to the moon, or is it the institution that has caused the 

expenditure of millions of dollars teaching employees remedial basic skills?  What is 

undeniable is that there is a changing public school population:  more poor students, more 

handicapped individuals, more students in English as a Second Language classes, an 

increase in teen parents, and more violent youth (Barr & Parrett, 1997, 2008).   

      An examination of the literature would indicate that the perception held by most is 

that it is still a work in progress.  Historically, the American educational system was once 

the envy of the entire free world, but there still is disagreement about its function.  Its 

sometimes negative image makes its proponents hesitant to speak kindly of it, and its 

champions confused about its future direction (Fernandez & Underwood, 1993; Spring, 

2001).  The ends and means of education are in dispute, and any description of a 

classroom reality is both messy and complicated (Featherstone, 2003).       

     In spite of this, Jefferson‟s words today are truer than ever, but they seem to have 

taken on added, even more measurable, meaning.  In addition to ensuring democracy, 

education has come to be equated with political, economic, and social success.  From this 

viewpoint, few would deny the importance of better education as measured by more 

efficient schools, improved test scores, and smarter graduates.  Unfortunately, the means 

of attaining these goals are not as succinct, as they encompass various societal trends, are 

many and varied, and often in direct opposition to each other.   

      A sampling of these means illustrates the point.  Contemporary political trends, (i. e., 

who should be taught what), include several major movements such as back to basics 

(Jeynes, 2007; Schrag, 1995); classical education (Hanson & Heath, 1998; Pearcy, 2005) 
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or cultural literacy (Hirsch, 1987; Trefil, Kett, & Hirsch 2002); legislated learning 

(Cullen & Reback, 2006; Wise, 1979); outcome-based education (Desmond, 1996; 

Squires, 2005); accountability (Olson, 1972; Taubman, 2009); school-based management 

(Fernandez & Underwood, 1993; Wirth, 1992; Zajda & Gamage, 2009); and school 

choice (Areen & Jencks, 1974; Jeynes, 2007).  The major trends in curriculum and 

instruction include active learning (Adams & Hamm, 1994; Vigilante, 2006); 

collaborative-cooperative learning (Gillies, 2007; Johnson & Johnson, 1994); multiple 

intelligences (Gardner, 1993, 2006); multiculturalism (Graves & Gravestock, 2009; New 

York State Social Studies Review and Development Committee, 1992; Schlesinger, 

1992), and technology in education (Adams & Hamm, 2000; Wirth, 1992).  Finally, 

economic and structural trends encompass concepts such as teacher empowerment 

(Lawton, 1996; Reeves, 2004); peer competition in the form of competition for grants 

and incentives for improved performance (Performance Incentives, 2009; Ruskin & 

Achilles, 1995); partnerships and coalitions between school, colleges and universities, 

and corporations (Kelshaw, Freyda, Minier, et. al, 2009; Tushnet, 1993); distance 

learning (Cleveland-Innes & Garrison, 2010; Marland, 1997); and school choice in the 

form of charter schools (Berends, Springer, & Walberg, 2008; Charter Schools, 1999). 

     These means have also come to mean reform.  There are three major reasons that have 

traditionally stood in the way of school reform.  The first is political in nature, as schools 

have been the battlefield for partisan politics, with each faction trying to advance their 

own interests.  As a result, promising reform is often lost to political debate. 
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     Secondly, and perhaps ironically, the autonomous nature of the American educational 

process in itself has contributed to the uncertainty of the function of education (Charter 

Schools, 1999).  Throughout the United States, there are thousands of public schools, 

84,000 in the early nineties alone (Fernandez & Underwood, 1993), and almost 99,000 in 

2006 (School Data Direct, 2006), each operating relatively independent from national and 

state regulation (Charter schools, 1999).  For example, in the state of Texas alone, there 

were over 8,300 schools operating during 2010 (Texas Public School Directory, 2010).  

As a result, when an idea for improvement manages to pass partisan barriers, there is 

little or no guarantee that it will be embraced by the local district or even the individual 

schools within that district. 

     Third, resistance to any change is formidable, as the system turns upon itself, much as 

the human immune system does (Sausner, 2004).  Of all the major changes in educational 

trends, school choice, specifically in the form of charter schools, appears to be a very 

viable answer to the problem of changed expectations for American education.  The two 

major U. S. political parties favor the concept of charter schools as a method of reform, 

albeit for different reasons.  The Republicans embrace them for several reasons, including 

the fact that they provide public schools with limited competition, they can operate 

without onerous regulations, and that funding is contingent upon acceptable educational 

results.  Democrats support these schools for different reasons, including the fact that 

they adhere to the core values of public schooling while creating new options. 
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     As proof of this bi-partisan support, federal support has taken the shape of funding for 

start-up, research and its dissemination, and even in the relaxing of governmental 

regulation to accommodate charter schools (Murphy & Shiffman, 2002).   

     The disagreement between the parties exists in the philosophy of choice itself.  

Republicans see charter schools as openings to further school choice, including private 

and religious schools, while Democrats view them as a compromise which will eliminate 

the need for wider school choice options. 

     Ultimately, however, the charter school movement has often been referred to “as a 

bipartisan reform effort” (Wells, Grutzik, Carnochan, Slayton, & Vasudeva, 1999, p. 

513). 

     Although there is ultimate accountability to some public authority, charter schools, at 

least theoretically, are characterized by a great deal of autonomy in their governance.  As 

a result, the only population that must approve decisions of curriculum, management, 

teaching methods, etc., are those who choose to attend the school.  This serves to 

eliminate the conflict which has been characterized as endemic to the more traditional 

public schools (Charter Schools, 1999). 

Statement of the Problem 

     Dissatisfaction with the American educational system is well-documented, and choice 

is a popular reform method.  School choice persistently appears on the national agenda in 

a myriad of forms, including the voucher system, tuition tax credits, neighborhood 

schools, magnet schools, alternative schools such as charter schools, and schools within 

schools, among others.    
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    Theoretically, there are four dimensions that underlie the assumptions regarding the 

way in which choice is expected to bring about changes.  These include education-driven 

(Zimmer, 2006), policy-driven (Peterson, 2003), governance-driven (Herbst, 2006), and 

economics-driven (Hoxby, 2003) options.  They vary in strength and are not exclusive of 

each other (Raywid, 1992).  The researcher examined the decision-making of Hispanic 

and other parents who chose the option of charter schools in order to ascertain a profile of 

these parents, and discover which of these dimensions determined their choice.  These 

findings could be especially significant since the Hispanic population is projected to 

become this nation‟s largest minority group in the near future. 

Purpose of the Study 

     The purpose of the study was to find out why parents, particularly minority parents, 

were increasingly making the choice for charter schools.  This was accomplished by 

determining the parent perceptions of the differences between charter schools and public 

schools, as well as the ambient or intangible reasons which convinced parents to make 

the choice for a charter school.   

     Enrollment, wait list, and minority participation statistics support the need for such 

studies.  Enrollment has grown in open-enrollment charter schools from 2,498 in 1996-97 

to 102,903 in 2008-2009.  These figures exclude district charter schools.  Additionally, in 

the 08-09 academic year, there was a waiting list of more than 40,000 students wishing to 

attend a charter school.  Even this figure is misleading, as it does not include charter 

schools who do not keep a wait list.  Nationally, the number on the wait list is estimated 
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to be 365,000 students (Terry & Yelverton, 2009).  Eighty-three percent of the enrollees 

in Texas charter schools are minority students (Dunn, 2010)      

Research Questions 

     The researcher formulated the following research questions, in an effort to explore the 

reasons parents were making the choice for charter schools.  

 1.  What was the difference between charter schools and regular public schools as 

perceived by parents? 

 2.  What were the ambient factors or intangible factors, as identified by parents,  

that led them to make the choice for charter schools?     

Significance of the Study 

     The U. S. Census Bureau in 1997 reported that the Hispanic population in the  

U. S. was almost 30 million, or about 11% of the total population.  The expected growth 

of this sector of the population is projected at 258.3% between the years of 1995-2050.  

With this rapid growth rate, this group will soon become the largest minority group in 

this country.  One in every four Americans will be Hispanic by the year 2050 (Hispanic 

Association on Corporate Governance Study, 1998).   

     Additionally, there are significant numbers of Hispanics attending charter schools in 

the lower Rio Grande Valley, specifically Cameron and Hidalgo Counties, and statewide.  

It would follow that there would be a large number of Hispanic charter school students in 

the Valley since Hispanics in the lower Rio Grande Valley constitute an overwhelming 

majority (85%+) of the population (Government Information Sharing Project Site, 1997).  

However, even statewide, 43% of students enrolled in charter schools are Hispanic. 
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     According to U. S. Department of Education estimates, between 1,735 and1,790 

charter schools operated in 1999-2000.  Furthermore, the Center for Education Reform 

estimated that 350,000 students would attend these schools in the fall of 1999.  Arizona 

led the nation in number of charter schools, with nearly 350 schools in operation, 

followed by California (234), Michigan (over 175) (U. S. Charter Schools, 1999), and 

Texas with nearly 170 (Texas Education Agency:  Charter Schools, 1999).  Just five 

years later, there were nearly 3,000 charter schools which served about 700,000 students.  

Over 400 charter schools operated in Arizona and California, and there were roughly 200 

each in Florida, Michigan, and Texas. 

     In 2007, there were 4,100 charter schools in existence (The Center for Education 

Reform, 2007).  Forty-one of the fifty states, as well as the District of Columbia and 

Puerto Rico, had charter legislation of some type (Deal & Hentschke, 2004).   If charter 

schools were viewed from a purely statistical viewpoint, they would appear to be the 

major educational reform of the twenty-first century.  From the establishment of the first 

charter school in 1992, there were approximately 4000 in operation during the 2006-2007 

school year, with around one million students representing about two percent of all public 

school students in grades kindergarten through twelfth grade (Texas Education Agency, 

2007-08).  There are indicators that the movement will continue growing, but at a slower 

pace (Lieberman, 2007). 

     It has been theorized that parents make school choices for governance, economics, 

policy, or education-driven responses (Herbst, 2006; Hoxby, 2003; Peterson, 2003; 

Raywid, 1992; Zimmer, 2006).  However, this research is not specific to Hispanics or 
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even other minorities.  Therefore, there remain a number of significant questions about 

the ambient factors involved in school choice for any of the minority populations. What 

attracts them to school choice options such as charter schools?      

Theoretical Framework 

     This research was prompted by the findings of Raywid (1992), among others, who has 

attempted to give voice to the contemporary choice movement.   She posits that there are 

four basic but distinct choice movement orientations, each characterized by its proposed 

function.  This author labels her orientations as those which are education-driven, 

economics-driven, governance-driven, or policy-inspired.  It is important to note that they 

are not mutually exclusive of the other, and that they reflect central tendencies rather than 

distinct differences. As such, some choice proposals may appear similar, but have 

different functions.  For example, vouchers might be categorized by Milton Friedman as 

an economics-drive choice, while Christopher Jencks might categorize vouchers as 

policy-driven choice.   

     Education-driven choice focuses primarily on differences in learning style, structure, 

and more recently the role of student, parent, and teacher choice.  The economics-

oriented case addresses competition, consumer satisfaction, and thus the elimination of 

poor schools. The third type of sponsorship relates to policy, primarily in the form of 

equity.  In schools, equity would translate not only in district-to-district equity, but also 

family-to-family equity.  Although choice has been seen as a means of equalizing 

opportunity, what has not been as clear is the relationship between choice and excellence.  
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In recent years then, the search has shifted to supplant equity with excellence. 

Governance-driven advocates favor returning the control of education to individuals.  

     While this research is significant because it facilitates an understanding of the ways 

that the choice movement is being studied and then interpreted, the issue not addressed in 

studies such as these are the profiles of various minority populations who are exercising 

choice.   Particularly critical is the Hispanic population who will soon become the largest 

minority group, especially since almost half of the population of Texas charter schools 

belong to this group. Therefore, the researcher gathered and examined data related to the 

selection of charter schools by Hispanic as well as other parents.   

Design of Study 

     The researcher conducted this study through the paradigm of naturalistic inquiry 

(Frey, Botan, & Kreps, 2000; Lincoln & Guba, 1995) into defining the profile of 

Hispanic and other parents who made the educational choice for charter schools.  

Multiple theoretical samples were utilized, including parents who had a child/children 

enrolled in charter schools, as well as those considering enrollment.  The format 

consisted of multiple case studies.  The informants were chosen from charter schools in 

the lower Rio Grande Valley which had been in operation for at least two years.  Data 

was collected through questionnaires, in-depth interviews (Selltiz, Jahoda, Deutsch, and 

Cook, as cited in Bollens & Marshall, 1973; Weinberg, 2002; Willis, 2008), observations 

(Maxwell, 1996; Weinberg, 2002; Willis, 2008), and focus groups (Merton, Fiske, & 

Kendall as cited in Fontana & Frey, 1998; Weinberg, 2002; Willis, 2008). 
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     The study was conducted during the fall semester of 2004, the spring of 2005, and into 

the spring semester of 2006.  Initial questionnaires were given to the charter school 

director of a school for distribution to parents as appropriate.  Selection of the case study 

participants and focus group members was determined from an analysis of these 

questionnaires.  Interviews and focus group discussions were audio-taped and then 

transcribed.  Member-checking (Schwandt, 2001) ensured that participants verifyed the 

gathered data prior to publishing.  In order to contribute to trustworthiness, multiple 

interviews as appropriate and practices related to objectivity, reliability, internal validity, 

external validity, and application (Grbich, 2007; Miles & Huberman, 1994) were 

employed.   

Definition of Terms 

Ambient is a term literally used to describe one‟s surroundings, often intangible.  For 

purposes of this study, it is extended to mean the intangible criteria which contribute to 

decision-making. 

At-risk charter schools is a term used to describe a Texas charter school whose 

populations must include at least 75% of at-risk students, either in danger of school 

failure  or  dropping out of school  (Texas Education Agency:  Charter Schools, 1999). 

Charter school is a general term used to indicate schools started by “teams of people 

starting from scratch in the design of new schools: site-level control over key decisions;  

and evaluation of the venture‟s results” (Deal, 2004; Hassel, 1999, pp. 4-5).  They are 

public schools, differentiated by their charter, which is a contract either with a state or 

local agency that provides public funding for a specified period of time.  It is free from 
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many regulations, and itself sets its accountability terms (U. S. Department of Education, 

1998). 

Charter School Director is a title used to describe the chief operating officer of the 

school, who usually perform the combined duties of superintendent and principal.  They 

are charged with implementing the policies as developed by their governing boards and 

also have direct control over the schools (Texas Education Agency:  Charter Schools, 

1999). 

Choice is an umbrella term which means that students and parents choose the school that 

best fits their needs (Bastian, 1995).  It encompasses options such as charter schools, 

magnet schools, voucher programs, schools within schools, and even student, parent, and 

teacher choice, among others. 

Hispanic, for purposes of this study, will be used to refer to Mexican-American, Chicano, 

Mexican, Mexicano, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central or South American, or other Hispanic 

(U. S. Census Bureau, 1997). 

Open-enrollment charter schools, as exist in Texas, are used to identify public schools 

that are substantially released from state education regulations and exist separate and 

apart from local independent school districts (Texas Education Agency:  Charter Schools, 

1999). 

Self-esteem  has been defined by Rosenberg (1979) as “the totality of the individual‟s  

thoughts and feelings having reference to himself as an object.” (p. 7)  

Students with multiple social disadvantages will describe students who come from 

familial backgrounds with one or more of the following factors:  low educational 
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performance, low socioeconomic status, parents with low levels of education, and/or 

ethnic minorities.  

Virtual charter school is the new hybrid of charter schools springing up in a few states 

where instruction is delivered almost exclusively online (Lockwood, 2004). 

Organization of the Study 

     The introduction to this research study has been provided to the reader in Chapter 

One.  Contents include the basic research questions, the significance of the study, and 

definitions of critical terms used throughout the study. 

     Chapter Two is an extensive review of the literature on the concept of school choice.  

Major topics include a historical perspective, as well as a contemporary view.  Also 

included is an examination of the concept of the common school.  The treatment 

concludes with the perspectives of various shareholders including parents (representing 

various ethnic groups), the Catholic Church, and politicians, plus a general conclusion on 

why choice has even become necessary. 

     The third chapter encompasses an extensive treatment of the methodology utilized for 

this study, as well as the methods that served to ensure trustworthiness. 

     Chapter Four contains the findings of the study, reinforced by data from the 

questionnaires, field notations, transcribed individual and focus group interviews, and 

researcher memoing. 

     Chapter Five contains the analysis of the study which includes the explanation and 

interpretation of the findings. 
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     Chapter Six contains the summary, recommendations, and implications for 

practitioners as well as for further research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Review of Literature 

Educational Choice:  A Myriad of Definitions 

      Choice has been labeled an American value. When applied to schools, it means 

that families have a choice in their education and that they have the opportunity to choose 

the school that best meets their needs (Bastian, 1995). Purists would argue that parental 

choice in education has always existed, at least in essence. Individuals have the capability 

to choose the neighborhood in which they wish to live, and thus the schools that serve the 

area. Obviously, further examination would show that this exists only for parents with the 

economic means. Those with the appropriate financial resources can move to the 

neighborhood of their choice and enroll their children in either their neighborhood 

school, a private school within commuting distance, or a private boarding school (Brown, 

1992; Kemerer & Godwin, 2002; Levin, 1990; Raywid, 1992). Real estate brochures 

illustrate this. Among other things, they describe school districts operating in the area, 

including information on enrollment, residential taxes, dropout rates, and percentage of 

graduates participating in postsecondary education (Kemerer & Godwin, 2002; Lawton, 

1992). As a result, geography can determine a child‟s education destiny (Howell & 

Peterson, 2000), in other words “selection by mortgage” (Walford, 2006, p. 98) since 

where they live potentially influences the type of education they will receive (Glenn, 

1989; Kemerer & Godwin, 2002).  If choice then is to be interpreted literally, school 

choices based on address must be abolished, and the public dollars to which the child is 

entitled must follow him or her to the school of choice (Noll, 2004).  
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     What exactly is this phenomenon of choice? Its very definition lends itself to 

controversy, as it is basically a generic term that covers a large variety of school 

governance options. Some of its forms include educational vouchers, which simply give 

parents public money and allow them to spend it at private schools. Tuition tax credits, 

another form of choice, are designed to be used to finance education in either public or 

private schools. It can mean specialized alternative schools or even student transfers 

across districts (Brighthouse, 2008).  Educational choice can also simply be public 

alternatives which afford greater choice (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Corwin & Schneider, 

2005; School Choice, 2003). 

     Other forms would include magnet schools, public schools with special emphases 

and/or facilities, (Fuller, Elmora, & Orfield, 1996; Leiding, 2008; Levin, 1990) which                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

do something educationally different than other schools.  This can be in educational 

pedagogy, or in the theme/s they teach.  They traditionally enroll students from large 

geographical areas rather than traditional neighborhood attendance areas, and students 

enroll on a voluntary basis.  Finally, though it is not always followed, they enroll students 

using racial quotas (Metz, 2003).  

      Still other types include alternative schools such as charter schools, which are 

government-funded and supervised, but managed by private boards.  Some focus on at-

risk or gifted students, pregnant teens, or even around a particular educational 

philosophy, while others are more diverse in their populations (Walberg, 2007).    

       At a simpler level, choice can mean choice in teacher assignment. Voice in the 

governance of local schools is another type of choice, and virtually all local educational 
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agencies offer this opportunity (Feldman, Lopez, & Simon, 2006; Fuller, Elmore, & 

Orfield, 1996; Levin, 1990).  Finally, perhaps at its most basic level, choice could 

conceivably mean the right of a parent to select a work option over a schooling option for 

their children.  If it is assumed that parents know what is best for their children, should 

not this apply to the choice between school and work? (Lieberman, 2007) 

     Furthermore, depending on the type of program, parents can be allowed unrestrained 

choice, or there may be a complicated regulatory framework involving both the school 

and the parents. Choice can be initiated locally, brought about by state initiatives, (or 

even mandated by them), or funded with federal grants. Finally, there can be a 

combination of these mixes and matches in order to create distinct institutions, and each 

can be further distinguished by its emphasis on objectives such as empowering principals, 

teachers, parents, and neighborhoods, or even achieving racial balance (Henig, 1994, 

2008).  

     Still another attempt at differentiating the types of choice is advanced by Bastian 

(1995; Carreiro & Shields, 2008). Her system involves three categories, the first of which 

involves programs found within a single public school district. The second category also 

involves public schools, but at the interdistrict or state level, where competition for 

enrollment creates a public marketplace of schools. The final division includes private 

schools and is distinguished by the inclusion of voucher plans. In this category, public, 

private, and parochial schools compete in an unrestricted marketplace.   

     The issue of control is an integral part of choice, and rather than simplifying the issue, 

it adds to the confusion. Weiss (1990), in a report from a conference held in 1989,  
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theorizes that in fact there are five types of control coexisting in education, including 

professional control, administrative control, political control, market control, and control 

through both ideas and values. In programs characterized by professional control, 

employees utilize their training and credentials to maintain program control and 

autonomy. Those under administrative control operate under administrative hierarchies. 

Politically controlled models are operated at the whim of elected officials, while the 

market model is based on the pursuit of self-interest. Control by means of values and 

ideas would be exemplified by an institution with a specialized focus, such as 

proliferation of the ideals of democracy, or the American work ethic. Each has a different 

and distinct effect on school programs, and hence enables the institution to “market” a 

specific type of program. Collectively and singly, they are critical as an aspect of choice 

because they contribute to educational outcomes.         

     For the most part, contemporary choice is characterized by parents choosing between 

various state-maintained schools in their vicinity.  As part of the process (ideally), they 

make judgments about facilities, academic success, discipline, and distance to be 

traveled, and then try to ensure that their child is offered acceptance (Walford, 2006). 

     Most definitions, however, share a common core which holds that public education 

will not show improvement until it becomes less bureaucratic, more competitive, and 

more oriented to the consumer (Cookson, 1992, 2002). As is obvious, there is no 

consensus on a precise definition for school choice, but according to Henry Levin‟s 

thoughts delivered at a conference at the University of Wisconsin, there is an element 
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shared by them all, and that is that in the United States‟ system of education, greater 

choice is desired (Levin, 1990).   

A Historical Perspective:  Predisposing Factors for Choice 

Education Practices 

     Before beginning to contemplate the concept of educational choice, it is useful to 

examine a brief historical perspective for the purpose of identifying predisposing factors. 

Mass education, or education for all, did not become a reality until the late nineteenth 

century. Prior to that, schooling was available only to the affluent, and it was not even a 

crucial aspect of their lives. As a result, relatively few children were even involved in the 

formal educational process.  A more profound effect was that occupation and economic 

success were not dependent on this schooling. In the case of the poor, schooling was not 

even an issue, because most had no access to it. When schooling did provide specific 

skills, such as those required for medicine or law, the resultant social and economic 

advantages were not so much due to the educational process as to family status (Holmes, 

1992; Warner & Guthrie, 2001). In contrast, in this century, the school has been used as a 

vehicle for the provision of social opportunity, which theoretically should lead to 

increased social equality. 

Social Changes    

     One would also be remiss in discussing the concept of school choice without first 

examining western social change during the twentieth century. Enormous fundamental 

changes have occurred in the areas of family structure, child rearing, religious 
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upbringing, gender relations, and communications (both interpersonal and technological), 

among others (Holmes, 1992; Lieberman, 2007).   

     In turn, the influence of these changes on schools was just as dramatic.  Emile 

Durkheim described their essence almost a century ago, at least as far as their 

sociological implications on schools. Earlier society, which he termed traditional, was 

characterized by “organic” solidarity, while later, modern society was characterized by 

“mechanical” solidarity. The former emphasized family, strong tradition, and segmented 

labor, while the latter saw the weakening of the family unit, tradition replaced by law and 

bureaucracy, and a highly advanced division of labor (Durkheim, 1956). Tonnies, the 

German sociologist, also distinguished between pre-  and post-change using the 

terminology Gemeinschaft to represent traditional society, and Gesellschaft to reflect the 

greater individualism present in contemporary bureaucracy. Individualism was seen as 

present in this new society, in spite of the existence of the stronger bureaucratic order. 

This was because the society itself was more free and open, and therefore more open to 

one‟s will than the society where the individual was influenced predominantly by a 

strong family culture.  When these ideas were evidenced in schools, it became easier to 

understand the changes that have taken place and the resulting differentiation and dissent 

in contemporary society and schools. 

Social Differentiation 

     Although seemingly contradictory, differentiation and homogeneity exist side by side 

in today‟s schools (and society) and both are on the increase. Differentiation can be 

further classified by trend, either the move towards factors within the larger society, or 
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towards factors at the organizational or program level, although there is not a definitive 

distinction between the two.  Differentiation is most obvious when making comparisons 

between the suburban and urban areas.  For example, in this country, there are enormous 

differences between the predominantly white, affluent suburbs of the big cities and the 

minority populations within these same cities. Although ethnicity and race are the most 

obvious visible indicators of differentiation, social class stratification is even more 

common (Feldman, 2008; Holmes, 1992). 

      Public reaction to systems of choice illustrates the divisiveness created by 

differentiation. In a survey done for the Metropolitan Life Company on the issue of 

educational choice, a majority of respondents indicated that they believed that richer 

children would be students at better schools, while their poorer counterparts would end 

up enrolled in the others (Urbanski, 1989; Van Heemst, 2004). Unpopular schools were 

seen as institutions whose students would simply lose out. Finally, survey participants felt 

that the multiple schools offered in a choice program would cause schools to not be an 

integral part of their community (Popham, 2004: Urbanski, 1989).   

     At the organizational level, differentiation can be exemplified by the formation of 

special programs, such as those for the gifted. Conceivably, the differentiation would 

occur between suburban affluent systems with the capability of developing these 

programs, and poorer, rural areas less likely to be able to afford them. Schools also 

develop different kinds of programs such as welding, commercial cooking, and foreign 

languages based on the demand of the population of residential areas (Holmes, 1992; 

Walberg, 2007).  Additionally, there is some proof that the needs of inner-city children 
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are often assessed differently than those of suburban children (Holmes, 1992; Popham, 

2004). 

     The home-school movement in Wichita, Kansas, is an excellent example of 

differentiation, specifically at the organizational level. The movement began with about 

50 families home-schooling their children to protect them from what they believed to be 

an amoral culture. This educational option today boasts about 1500 families, but herein 

lies a paradox. It is true that home schooling is an alternative to public schools which is 

broadly accepted. It can also be a haven from the culture at large. However, it cannot 

accomplish both, because the more attractive the option becomes to the wider society, the 

more it starts to resemble this larger society. Differentiation thus ceases to exist (Beinart, 

1998; Belfield & Levin, 2005).   

     Societal factors, such as family influence, also contribute to differentiation. Although 

all social sectors are affected by the breakdown of the family, the ill effects are often felt 

most in families that suffer from other social deprivations as well. Furthermore, some 

families wield little influence on their children‟s education, which could be an indicator 

of the powerlessness of the family. Cultural and intellectual differentiation can also be 

crucial contributors to overall differentiation. Ultimately, the advantages gained through 

differentiation lead to increased homogeneity in the new setting, and also the old 

(Holmes, 1992; Popham, 2004). 

     The complete absence of differentiation is not the answer either. The school design 

still being utilized was developed over 100 years ago. The assembly line approach with 

teachers teaching the same curriculum in the same way to all students is no longer 
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appropriate for an increasingly complex society. Carefully structured choice programs 

can provide the necessary balance between differentiation and homogeneity (Urbanski, 

1989; Wartgow, 2008). 

Social Dissent 

     Differentiation and resulting homogeneity, both in families and schools, has led to 

dissent.  Postman (1995), in his previous research, has said that sameness is actually the 

enemy of excellence because where there are no differences, it is impossible to develop 

excellence.  It is a mistake to believe that simply having either common or equal access 

to rapidly increasing numbers of material or spiritual values ensures individual or social 

equality. In the case of schools, it is reasonable to say that almost everyone has access to 

at least fairly good schools, and ultimately, colleges and universities. However, the ways 

in which individuals either choose or are able to choose, varies greatly. Simply stated, 

genuine accessibility (even if it existed) cannot make very different people the same. 

Individualism is a central value of the western world, and it increases differential access 

to any number of phenomena (Holmes, 1992; Wartgow, 2008). 

Choice Movement History 

     Historically, the concept dates back for at least two centuries. Although based on 

different foundations, and from different points on the political spectrum, it numbered 

among its supporters such men as Thomas Paine, Adam Smith, and John Stuart Mill 

(Belfield & Levin, 2005; Johanek, 1992). 

     The contemporary idea of choice has been around for several decades, though some 

would argue that it is not a new idea, that it has been a feature of education in this country 
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from the very beginning. Parental choice was first proposed by Milton Friedman, the 

renowned conservative economist, in the mid-1950s (Belfield & Levin, 2005; Dougherty 

& Sostre, 1992; Lowe, 1995; Tannenbaum, 1995).  His argument was that public school 

was a nationalized industry, and that government should disestablish it by giving parents 

vouchers which could be redeemed at private educational institutions for educational 

services. White students in Virginia benefited from the first such choice program, when 

they were provided funds to attend private academies. This enabled them to avoid 

attendance at mixed race public schools (Belfield & Levin, 2005; Lowe, 1995).   

     Choice attracted major interest in the latter half of the 20
th

 century.  In the late 1970s, 

several factors helped revive interest in school choice.  It became identified with several 

conservative foundations and policy groups rather than just one individual.  However, 

choice proponents realized that if choice really was to be taken seriously, it had to escape 

the conservative label, and this it did.  Liberals came to see school choice as a way to 

escape the bureaucratized schools.                                                                                                                                                                                  

     On the national level, conservatives made a dramatic push for choice. Between 1982 

and 1984, the Reagan administration made repeated attempts to pass legislation providing 

for federal tax credits to parents paying private school tuition. Passionate opposition 

arose and the proposed legislation failed to pass. The conservative fervor was enough to 

put the issue on the agenda, but not enough to let it pass. In order to become law, the 

issue had to find friends in a wider circle. The first step was to repackage school choice 

so that it was more palatable. A bill was introduced to provide vouchers to low-income 

youth so that they could purchase remedial education at any private or public school they 
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chose. In this way, advocates neutralized a strong objection to tuition tax credits in that 

they were seen as serving only the interests of those with substantial income tax bills. 

George Bush contributed with his plan to soft-pedal private school choice, and 

concentrate, at least initially, on public school choice. His ultimate goal, however, was 

private school choice (Dougherty et al., 1992; Lieberman, 2007). On the other hand, Bill 

Clinton has supported it, but only in the public school setting (Berube, 1994; Henig, 

1994; Lieberman, 2007). This overall strategy was successful in that school choice began 

to be supported by groups such as liberal policy scholars, urban educators, black parents, 

and state governors. Even the teacher associations, adamantly opposed to private school 

choice, have shown interest in its public school counterpart (Dougherty et al., 1992; 

Lieberman, 2007).  

     Research activities, within roughly the same time frame, also lent their support to the 

alternative school movement. In 1982, James Coleman‟s study High School 

Achievement:  Public, Catholic, and Private Schools Compared, along with Mary Metz‟s 

1986 Different by Design, provided both review and debate in regard to the relative 

advantages of diverse educational models. Both created a national context for the 

question of choice (Kane, 1992; Leiding, 2008).    

     Even though there is no universally accepted definition for choice, proponents cite at 

least three major reasons in advocating choice in educational matters. First, families 

should have the right to choose the type of education appropriate for their children, 

especially in regard to philosophical beliefs and for the promulgation of religious values. 

Certainly parents have the right to raise their children within a framework of certain 
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values and traditions, and should also be able to choose schools that reinforce the same 

(Coons & Sugarman, 1978; Sugarman & Kemerer, 1999). The second major reason 

involves producing better educational outcomes by matching the needs of the child to the 

specific school experience. For example, particular pedagogical approaches are better 

suited to some than others (Levin, 1986; Tomlinson, 2006). Finally, there seems to exist a 

rather strong argument that student achievement will improve if the element of 

competition is added to educational institutions. The argument is based on the fact that a 

monopoly of sorts exists in most schools because of student attendance areas, and thus 

competition is not present (Levin, 1986; Oplatka, 2004; Walford, 2006).  Although it 

would be erroneous to claim that the concept of choice is supported by all, it is very 

quickly becoming the major policy issue facing American schools today (Lowe, 1995; 

Van Heemst, 2004). This could be attributed to the demise of the formal common school 

movement and the fact that there is confusion over the function of contemporary schools 

(Glenn, 1990; Postman, 1995; Sizer, 1992, Spring, 2008).   

Common School Movement 

     The purpose of school has been an issue of debate at least since 1647, when the Old 

Deluder Satan Act was passed in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. In essence, this gave the 

church precedence to the minds of school children. There was little disagreement among 

the citizens, as the consequence was expulsion from the community. The effects were  

that the religious beliefs of that group were rapidly enhanced; but conversely, there were 

no provisions made for those parents who still wanted a publicly financed education for 

their children, but disagreed with the religious philosophy being espoused. In the Middle 
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Colonies, the purpose of schooling was still deeply religious in nature, but there were 

several religious views represented. As such, there was no true consensus as to purpose 

(Stout, Tallerico, & Scribner, 1994; Tannenbaum, 1995; Warner & Guthrie, 2001). 

     At the end of the eighteenth century, the federal government began to emphasize 

education and its importance to the welfare of the new nation. As a consequence, the 

Philosophical Society sponsored a contest which sought proposals for establishing 

national schools for the express purpose of integrating the various language, cultural, and 

ethnic groups residing in the colonies. 

     The nineteenth century saw the advent of the common school movement. The latter 

part of the century saw child labor laws and compulsory attendance legislation enacted, 

which significantly impacted parental school choice. The movement ensured that all 

children were exposed to a common experience, which in this case translated to a 

common religion. Compulsory attendance legislation was interpreted by the states to 

mean that if parents wanted to take advantage of the schools paid for by their taxes, it 

would be only those schools approved and therefore funded by the state government 

(Spring, 2008; Tannenbaum, 1995).  Choice was not realistic, as most parents could not 

afford taxes and private school tuition (Lieberman, 1993; Tannenbaum, 1995; Van 

Heemst, 2004). 

      When mass schooling became the vogue in the nineteenth century, reasonable 

consensus about the purpose of school existed. The learning of basic skills, as well as the 

development of good character, possibly leading to higher education, were the primary 

goals (Holmes, 1992; Jeynes, 2007). At one time, there was no confusion about the role 
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of the school, because there were multiple, fully functioning narratives embraced by the 

American people. Schools served the function of making Americans out of refugees by 

providing attachments to both America‟s history and its future (Postman, 1995).  It 

follows then that when children initially enrolled in the common school, it was assumed 

that the state which governed the schools had the right to shape the intellect and spirit of 

each individual (Bracey, 2003; Kane, 1992). 

     In 1892 and again in 1918, the National Education Association formed committees 

whose function it was to establish standard curriculums for secondary schools. This was a 

long time in developing, but the end result was a college-preparatory curriculum. The 

Depression showed the short-comings of such curricula, as many youths who normally 

left school to help support their families remained in school. It became obvious that this 

did not meet the needs of many, and only then was there any real effort expended to 

develop a varied curriculum (Feldman, 2008; Tannenbaum, 1995). 

     In 1991, President Bush, in his American 2000:  An Education Strategy, equated 

education to opportunity (Lieberman, 2007; Stout, et al., 1994). He further stated that 

education was the solution to every problem; such as crime and drug abuse, and to every 

challenge; for example, bringing hope and opportunity to areas of defeat and despair. The 

same document, as interpreted by the Governors of several states, indicated that 

education was the basis for our economic strength, our artistic creativity, our scientific 

inventions, and our cultural perpetuation (Stout, et al., 1994).     

     In theory, public education still promises every child an equal educational opportunity.  

At first glance, this is America at its finest as reflected in our founding documents, and 
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certainly measurable. No one should deny that the same preparation for life should be 

offered to all:  same opportunities, same program, same teachers, same peers.  

Furthermore, all should learn the same things and have a common socialization. A 

preparation such as this could even be termed equitable (Betts & Loveless, 2005; 

Holmes, 1992). 

     It has been argued that schools have to attend to the promotion of a common civic 

culture, and that this can be accomplished only with a relatively fixed set of formative 

experiences that are mandatory for all members of the society. As such, proponents of 

this view hold that the elements of an appropriate education must be defined and that 

greater uniformity rather than choice must be the status quo (Levin, 1990). Obviously, the 

common school tradition is strongly opposed by proponents of choice (Noll, 2004; Witte, 

1992).  

A Contemporary Perspective:  Educational Choice Status Quo 

Contemporary Common School 

     As a result of adherence to the common school creed, contemporary schools have 

been described by various authors, including John Chubb (1990) and Spring (2008): 

The reason that the role of government [in education] is so difficult to appreciate 

fully is that in very basic ways the role of government does not vary from one 

public school to the next. All public schools are governed by democratic 

institutions of the same basic form at the local level and then organized into larger 

systems of schools governed by institutions, again of the same basic form, at the 

state level. All of these systems are subject to the influence and control of one set 
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of democratic institutions at the national level. It has been said that public schools 

are governed by the „one best system‟, and in formal respects this is nearly so:  

there is basically one system though it is not necessarily the best. (p.232) 

Former Minnesota Governor Rudy Perpich (as cited in Clune and Witte,1990) described 

the contemporary school system even more graphically.  He described schools as 

autonomous institutions with accountability to none, far removed from the classroom to 

be of any assistance. 

     Perhaps most succinctly, Stephen Arons (as cited in Kane, 1992) stated: 

The orthodoxy which prevails in public schools today is not secular humanism or 

socialism, not capitalism, protestantism or militarism, but a characterless 

bureaucratic order bent on denying values, and overly tolerant of emptiness. 

Driven perhaps by fear of value conflict, the schools have created a confused and 

confusing consensus. (p. 49) 

     In part, some of the confusion has been due to the diminishing of the melting pot 

vision. America‟s schools have always been multicultural because of this country‟s 

continuous immigrant influx. This fact has not always been emphasized or even 

recognized because of the prevailing belief that there should be a common culture. In 

addition, immigrant cultures were thought of as inferior to the cultural mainstream 

(Postman, 1995; Cutler, 2005). 

     The concept of the common school has been examined in light of the diminishing 

power of the melting-pot vision, held since the time of the arrival of the first immigrants 

to the United States (Cutler, 2005; Henig, 1994). Questions about this metaphor were 
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raised as early as 1915 (Postman, 1995). The melting-pot vision embodied the idea that a 

common culture could be forged from all the separate elements brought by the various 

immigrant experiences and values. Education was given a special role, which emphasizes 

the shared values such as religious freedom, individual rights, and democracy which 

attracted immigrants in the first place (Henig, 1994; Noll, 2004). Essentially, schools 

were expected to play a major role in the creation of the American identity through the 

common school experience (Belfield & Levine, 2005; Cookson, 1992).         

      Advocates would at first glance seem to have history on their side, based on heavy 

influxes of immigrants, but a closer examination would reveal that assimilation was made 

possible only because “people are asked to check their identity at the door” (Brookhiser, 

1993, p. 72). Schools today are probably the most visible arena for clashes between 

ethnic, racial, and class-based loyalties and identities. At times, the noise they create 

threatens to overwhelm efforts even to define common interests. Early immigrants 

actually caused similar difficulties, but the sense of mission provided by the concept of 

the social melting pot helped quell the inevitable disturbances.   

     Common culture advocates are still functional, as evidenced in the writing of E. D. 

Hirsch, Jr. (1987). He advocates the role of a common culture, but maintains that it is 

nonexistent unless each citizen shares a common core of knowledge. He then proceeds to 

list the facts (thousands) that should be possessed by a “culturally literate” person 

(Hirsch, 2006). 

     Even from the very beginning of the state-established common school movement, 

which was bolstered by compulsory attendance laws (Belfield & Levin, 2005; Katz, 
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1971), there was an element of choice.  Even though the schools were the constitutional 

responsibility of the state, they were under the guidance of the local government. The 

schools thus reflected the rather homogeneous nature of the community in areas such as 

wealth, race, occupation, ethnicity, and religion, to name a few. This in turn influenced 

areas such as curriculum development, hiring practices, and values. Rather than the 

universalism advocated by the common school movement, there existed a spirit of 

democratic localism (Katz, 1971; Redding, 2003).   

     Clearly, it would be hard to deny the opportunities afforded by the common school but 

for one mitigating factor - the uniqueness of the individual. It should be increasingly clear 

that a common school, one that shares consensual educational goals, is idealistic, 

especially with the realities of the modern age. The consensus needed is antithetical to 

dissent, but a common school of necessity would require commitment to both common 

goals and values. Furthermore, consensus is most definitely antithetical to individualism 

(Holmes, 1992; Johanningmeier & Richardson, 2008 ). 

     Americans have traditionally believed that education substantially increases the 

overall quality of life, be it for economic, civic, or private reasons. Economic reasons are 

measured by workers who are well educated and thus better producers of goods or 

services. Civic benefit advocates are those that believe that not only education, but also 

exposure to American culture, prepares better citizens. Finally, those who wish private 

benefits from the educational process are those who envision increased personal 

capacities, including sensitivity to language, literature, the arts, and culture (Marshall, 

Mitchell, & Wirt, 1989; Milner, 2010). 
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     The gist of the conflict revolves around the need to sustain and maintain the social and 

democratic benefits of education while still promoting choices that deliver private and 

social benefits (Levin, 1990). This argument is not new; rather it has existed and 

challenged the school movement since its nineteenth century origins  (Bleedhorn, 2005; 

Levin, 1983). A compromise of sorts was reached and practiced freely in that an overall 

system of local common schools was established that allowed private differences. Not 

until after World War II were legal and political challenges mounted to these practices 

through social movements designed to increase equality, democratic participation, and 

the extension of constitutional rights into public schools (Bleedhorn, 2005; Carnoy & 

Levin, 1985).  

     Those who advocate choice, on the other hand, view schools as institutions which can 

reflect the differences in family values such as those related to philosophical and 

religious beliefs. It is interesting to note that they too see that the social purposes of 

education have been met if each family chooses its most preferred option and schools 

respond by eliminating those with little or no demand and sustaining those that reflect 

favored options. The dilemma then becomes the impossibility of ensuring a system of 

common educational experiences and a system of choice at the same time 

(Johanningmeier & Richardson, 2008; Levin, 1990). 

Conceptual Lenses of Choice 

      Theoretically, there are four fairly distinct but parallel forms of choice representing 

different conceptual lenses, sponsorships, and agendas. They include education-driven 

choice advocates, specific policy-inspired advocates, governance-oriented proposers, and 
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economics-driven advocates. Each reflects central tendencies, and they are not mutually 

exclusive. These categorizations are useful, however, as they help researchers understand 

the different voices in the choice movement, and aid in recognition of the assumptions, 

non-negotiables, and interpretations. 

     Economics-oriented choice advocates reflect the notion of various forms of 

privatization which would force public schools to compete with private schools, with 

competition, consumer satisfaction, and markets being benchmarks. This choice position 

has the most varied sponsorship of the four types mentioned previously. It is also the 

position advocated by those who do not necessarily advocate choice, but who accept and 

pursue the market analogy for recommending solutions to problems (Raywid, 1992; 

Walberg, 2007). It has been further argued that educational choice will force schools to 

compete amongst themselves for students, and the resulting market pressures will make 

schools better by stimulating improvements in school performance, innovation, and 

responsiveness. This concept is almost universally referred to as the market metaphor 

(Henig, 1994; Walberg, 2007). Thus, some attribute the shortcomings of the public 

schools to their noncompetitive, monopolistic, and no-incentive status. Market solutions 

are seen as cures for these ills (Raywid, 1992, Walberg, 2007). 

Market Metaphor as Applied to Education 

     Milton Friedman is the person credited with contemporary efforts to promote 

education as a marketplace (Lowe, 1995). Most definitions of the term share a common 

underpinning which holds that public education will not show improvement until it 

becomes less bureaucratic, more competitive, and more oriented to the consumer 



35 
 

(Cookson, 1992). It has been further argued that this educational choice will force 

schools to compete amongst themselves for students, and the resulting market pressures 

will make schools better by stimulating improvement in school performance, innovation, 

and responsiveness - the market metaphor (Henig, 1994). 

     A philosophical foundation for incorporating the market metaphor into educational 

practices was aptly stated by Adam Smith, the Scottish philosopher and more than likely 

the founder of modern economics. Smith first described his metaphor of the “invisible 

hand” in 1776 in his Wealth of Nations (Le Grand, 2008; Lee, 1987). He described the 

process as a behavior aimed at a selfish gain which ultimately results in a general benefit, 

an automatic enhancement of the common good (Lee, 1987; Richardson & White, 1995). 

At  least some modern economists agree that the hand operates, but that is afflicted with 

arthritis (Pearce, 1992). 

     The basic application of the market metaphor in education is that schools can provide 

services and goods in much the same way as other services and goods, such as used cars 

or good haircuts, are provided. Economic theory states that a market setting yields goods 

and services in the most efficient manner and of the highest quality. Consumers can thus 

compare both prices and quality and make informed decisions about the money they have 

to spend. If a person is charged too much, or receives shoddy goods or services, he/she is 

free to look elsewhere. If nothing else is available, someone soon seizes the opportunity 

to capture the unhappy patrons. Unsatisfactory vendors do not last long in this 

competitive environment because customers abandon them for vendors offering better 

and more reliable products (Henig, 1994; Levin, 1990; Walbert, 2007). 
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     In a similar way, if parents act as rational education consumers, in other words, able to 

select other schools if their local school does not provide a satisfactory product, all 

schools will be forced to improve both the quality and efficiency of education, or chance 

going out of business. This analogy is not quite as simple as it might seem, because 

schools have to deal with governmental intrusion. Governmental intrusion equates with 

school funding arrangements, the relationship between service received and price paid, 

mandatory assignment procedures and their resulting monopoly, and the limiting of 

competition because of the imposition of regulatory hurdles which make it difficult to 

form new schools (Henig, 1994). 

     A further complication is that in order for a market to be perfectly competitive, the 

knowledge about each market available to both potential consumers and producers must 

be pertinent and perfect. If not, any choice is faulty. Pertinent, and therefore perfect, 

information is difficult to ascertain in educational settings for two reasons. First, it is 

difficult to summarize education in a way that accurately reflects its nature, particularly 

for individual students. Second, distributing this qualitative information to the wide 

variety of audiences necessary is near impossible, especially to least-advantaged families, 

such as those who are poorly educated, non-English speakers, and subject to frequent 

moves (Levin, 1990; Walberg, 2007).     

     It is also not feasible to assume that all parents are rational. Some parents handicap 

children because they themselves are incompetent. They include criminals, substance 

abusers, those who are mentally incompetent, or simply those who are just irresponsible 

or out of touch with mainstream society. Although parents such as these are found at all 
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levels of society, they are disproportionately present at the lower socioeconomic levels.  

Therefore, choice is not necessarily an option for the children of these dysfunctional 

families (Blinder, 1992; Fine, 2000).  

     This market metaphor can be broken down into a demand and supply side. The 

demand side of this model, which focuses on the knowledge, desires, and behavior of 

families, assumes that the chief consideration in a family‟s decision about schools is the 

quality of education. Also assumed is that the family can readily obtain accurate 

information about school programs and performance, and that they will leave their 

neighborhood schools when better education is available at equal or lesser cost. 

     On the other hand, the supply side focuses on the schools and how they respond to the 

desires of education consumers. In applying the market metaphor to the choice debate, 

current supply-side arrangements are open at the same time to both criticism and promise.  

Bureaucracy restricts the ability of schools to be innovative and responsive. On the other 

hand, because educational professionals are somewhat buffered in regards to parent 

pressure, they can freely substitute their own agendas. Promise comes in the form of 

increasing choice, which has the ability to displace the overwhelming weight of 

government and instill the entrepreneurial spirit of the marketplace, i. e., greater 

diversity, efficiency, and educational effectiveness (Henig, 1996; Walberg, 2007).   

     It seems, from the emphasis placed on the market metaphor, that the preeminent 

reason for the existence of schools is economic utility, that of preparing children to make 

a valuable contribution to community economics. Elements of this belief are found in the 

writings of Karl Marx and Adam Smith, and even in the Protestant work ethic. It follows 
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then that an individual is basically an economic creature whose worth and purpose is 

measured by his or her ability to secure material benefits. Schooling becomes part of the 

formula because there is a strong belief that the strength of the nation‟s economy is 

positively correlated to high standards, both in academics and in the area of discipline.  

Ironically, there is little evidence to support this. Economic utility is present, however, 

but rather than being a reason for schooling, it is a by-product of a good education 

(Postman, 1995, Walberg, 2007).      

     The market ethos as applied to education results in further differentiation, and it does 

not compliment the vision of America‟s founding fathers. Philosophically, there is no 

sense of responsibility for the education of all children, no sense of  schools as a site for 

democratic discourse, and no commitment to curriculum which reflects the diversity of 

the people who have contributed to the formation of this country (Lowe, 1995).     

     In the market model, competition for enrollment is the norm. The premise is that the 

dollars that accompany enrollment provide sufficient incentive for school innovation and 

therefore improvement. Ultimately, at least in theory, this competition will pay off for the 

best schools. However, a very real danger is that the pay off will come not as a 

consequence of a superior educational system, but rather a superior public relations 

program (Bastian, 1995).  A possible answer to this concern would be to offer choice 

only to those populations designated as underserved.    

     Breaking up the public school monopoly is seen by advocates as the beginning of the 

steps needed to cure the nation‟s educational ills (Lowe, 1995; Walberg & Bast, 2003). 

But in reality, all elements of the market metaphor cannot be applied directly to schools. 
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In the business model, for example, profit is a powerful motivator for producing quality 

goods at reasonable prices.  Education does not have a comparable incentive, though a 

comparable counterpart could be that weak schools are driven out if they do not measure 

up to standards (Blinder, 1992). 

     Critics, however, argue that the current state-maintained educational system is not a 

test of the market at all.  To both maintain and improve quality, the system would have to 

be a completely free market rather than limited or at best a quasi-market.  In order to be 

completely free, there would be an absence of state regulation and any funding designed 

to deal with equity and other issues for the disadvantaged.  Furthermore, there would 

need to be a price mechanism in operation and relatively easy entry for new suppliers.  

With all these features in place, a true market in education would exist. 

     Tooley (2000) contends that a true market in education would operate just as a market 

in any other commodity.  There would exist “brand-name” providers of schooling which 

would compete with each other to produce a product of high quality.  These schools 

would seek to expand their share of the market, but would also seek to insure that the 

quality would be available at reasonable costs, i. e., research and development.  Inequities 

would be dealt with through loans for the poor.  Central to Tooley‟s theory is brand-name 

producers.  He likens it to shopping for groceries or checking in to a hotel.  Customers do 

not always check all the comparable products, they simply choose a brand-new product.  

The quality is already known simply because of the competition between suppliers.   

     Walford (2006) contends that Tooley‟s “brand-name” choice is weak, as a brand-name 

is no guarantee of high quality in an absolute sense, rather it is consistent quality.  
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Furthermore, choosing a school is not like choosing a hotel or buying coffee at the 

grocery.  If the service or product is not satisfactory, one simply does not go back or buy 

the same product again.  It is an inconvenience at most.  In choosing a school, the product 

is not immediately evident.  Before any judgment can be made, there must be an 

investment of time.  Additionally, it is costly and difficult to change the supplier. 

     A closer analogy might be that of buying a house.  One does not normally try out the 

house, and once bought, it is costly and burdensome to move.  Very rarely does the 

brand-name of the house become a factor, as in most cases of second-hand homes, the 

builder is not known.  The choice for the houses is based on many other aspects.  These 

other aspects, through the lens of school choice, include the zest and enthusiasm of the 

student.  Perhaps more importantly, it depends on the individual characteristics of the 

students tempered by the societal inequalities of opportunity, wealth, privilege, and 

power. 

     The most striking difference between education and consumer products or services is 

that benefits do not accrue to just the primary customer.  Usually it is the parents who 

choose on behalf of the child.  In essence, there are many customers for schools and they 

are likely to have contradictory consumer preferences.  At the local level, grandparents, 

other relatives, neighbors and friends have their own set of expectations, while at the 

macrolevel employers and society in general have another set.  In other words, there are 

multiple stakeholders who make multiple demands on education and who benefit from 

particular forms of schooling.  Education then is a social and moral affair based in the 

society within which the individual lives.   
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     Still others argue that the market system is not even evident in schools.  Proponents of 

this theory believe that educational institutions tend to promote an image of success by 

conforming to society rules, become more like one another in the belief that it will 

guarantee long-term survival, decouple internally to provide a buffer between the formal 

structures and environment of the school and inefficient teaching and learning, and lean 

towards normative decision-making which in effect constrains choice (Oplatka, 2004). 

     In essence, then, when local schools compete for market share, there is not a 

necessarily uniform response.  Instead, there may also be shady cooperation (Kelly, 

2007). 

Choice Participants - School Personnel 

     Even though choice has enjoyed wide support, it does not mean that serious questions 

have not been raised. Principal skeptics were teachers and administrators, joined by the 

Democratic party (Dougherty et al., 1992; Weil, 2003). School personnel were in fact 

seen as the core group in opposition to school choice. The opposition was reportedly due 

to the fear of losing job security on the part of people who make a living in schooling. 

For example, just prior to the 1992 elections, the respected Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching published a major report criticizing school choice (Scholastic 

Vouchers, 1993; School Choice 1992).  Although hostile to private school choice, the 

educational associations have been less opposed to and somewhat supportive of public 

school choice. Their shift toward skeptical support has been in part tactical. Teachers feel 

that they cannot totally oppose school choice as they might appear entirely reactionary 
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and left out in the policy game. There are other more positive reasons, such as that of 

teacher empowerment because of reduced bureaucratic control. 

      A few short years later, the American Federation of Teachers released its 

comprehensive study of the charter school system.  This 2002 study was overwhelming 

unfavorable to this system of choice, primarily based on lack of evidence on effectiveness 

and viability.  However, there was no mention of the per-pupil cost between charter 

schools and public schools, which demonstrated that charter schools cost much less per 

student without any diminishing returns in achievement. 

     Even with the national teacher union opposition to charter schools, the United 

Federation of Teachers, the New York City affiliate of the UFT, established its own 

charter school in 2005.  It is theorized that this was done to bolster efforts to organize 

teachers in charter schools throughout the city.  While initially the teacher unions were on 

record as opposing the charter school movement for reasons such as those previously 

stated, it now appears that the actual reason was the difficulty in organizing charter 

school districts as opposed to public school districts.  Ultimately it seems that this is 

settling for the second best with best being no charter schools at all (Lieberman, 2007).   

     The evolution of the educator sentiments followed an interesting path. Under pressure 

from white, middle-class parents in the 1960s, urban educators opposed the factory 

assembly system of conventional public schooling by creating alternative schools. They 

appeared as “magnet” schools. Districts that had become overwhelmingly minority began 

to use the concept of magnet schools to attract and hold the white middle class students. 

These schools were like alternative schools in that they offered programs that were not 
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part of the standard curriculum, and they attracted students districtwide rather than being 

attendance zone restricted (Daugherity & Bolton, 2008; Dougherty et al., 1992).   

Choice Participants - Parents 

     It would seem that parents would be the strongest supporters of choice, based on the 

premise that they are directly affected, and that at least some choice is preferable to none.  

The research in this area is not conclusive, and in fact, there is diametric opposition in 

some of the studies. Parents with school-age children constitute an increasingly smaller 

percentage of the voting population, and a large proportion of them reportedly are 

satisfied with their schools. Finally, parents are not easy to organize, particularly if they 

are pleased with school performance. Those who look for the changes afforded by choice 

are those who are experiencing problems elsewhere as well (Andre Bechely, 2005; 

Lieberman, 1993).      

     On the other hand, Dougherty et al. (1992) note the acceleration of middle-class white 

parents leaving the public schools has increased in recent years.  Parents of these students 

want vouchers to allow them to pay private school tuition, and they are being joined by 

other parents who, though loyal to the public schools, despair about its quality. One of the 

solutions to this dilemma has been to allow children to attend the best school in the 

district, regardless of attendance zones, rather than forcing children to go to an 

inadequate neighborhood school.   

     Black parents have joined white parents in their desertion of the public schools. A 

Joint Center for Political and Economics Studies Poll conducted in the early nineties 

indicated that 88% of African-American families favor the voucher system (Scholastic 
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Vouchers, 1993). As a matter of fact, they are even more sympathetic to the choice 

between public and private schools than whites. This shift in black sentiments has been 

attributed to the changed political thinking of the black community. These parents know 

how important effective schooling is to the black children‟s future, but they are not 

optimistic about the prospects of reforming the public school system using conventional 

reforms (Dougherty et al., 1992; Jeynes, 2007). There is an additional element in the 

black community, representing angry populism.  It is closely tied to a preference for all-

black institutions, which has long been associated with a powerful current of cultural 

nationalism. It is evident that cultural nationalism is rising in the black community with 

the proof being the growing demand for all-black and/or Afro-centric schools, especially 

for males (D‟Souza, 1991; Dougherty et al., 1992; Street, 2007). 

     Sampling errors or semantical misinterpretations could be the cause of the conflicting 

reports on public satisfaction with schools noted previously, especially in view of the fact 

that choice continues to be an issue in education. There is some evidence in research 

which supports the theory that parents who actually take advantage of choice options 

demonstrate increased satisfaction and involvement in that school, often in dramatic 

contrast to their support of the previous school. Whether this is due to the human 

propensity of not wanting to be wrong, and therefore doing whatever is necessary to 

ensure that the choice option is successful, or due to empowerment, the fact remains that 

there is increased satisfaction (Hiatt-Michael, 2005; Paula, 1995). 

     Yet, the role of parents in choice is critical.  In their hands lies a major influence on 

the background, actions, and expectations of those who choose each school (Metz, 2003). 
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     With the maturation of the choice movement, parent involvement seems to have lost 

some of its significance, though research never conclusively afforded it a prominent 

place.  Even for indifferent parents, the more schools compete for students, the more 

informed they will become about the positives and negatives of competing schools.  Still, 

many children continue to draw their guidance from peer culture and television about the 

attitudes and habits necessary for success. 

     This same phenomena is found in the accountability measure of No Child Left Behind 

legislation.  There are very small percentages of parents who send their children to 

successful schools (as defined by the legislations) when given the choice, only a slightly 

larger proportion take advantage of the supplemental services afforded them (Abernathy, 

2007).  

     School choice proponents are not indifferent to this, but for fear of weakening any 

further the case for parental choice, there is merely repetition of the mantra that parents 

know what is best for their children educationally.  Perhaps what should be said is that 

parents are more likely to make decisions about what is best for their children over those 

who are making decisions for someone else‟s children.   

     Ultimately, however, it seems that the choice movement proponents have erred in 

depending on the support of parents.  Parents do not seem to have any reason to oppose 

school choice, but do not feel compelled to support it either.  Most do not see the viable 

choices available to them, and certainly cannot visualize the abundance choices that 

would emerge in a free market system (Lieberman, 2007). 
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     On a more practical basis, one need only study the Minnesota experience with the first 

state public school choice law in 1987.  A very small percentage of students, especially 

minorities, transferred out of their districts, even when this law makes public school 

choice a right instead of a school board option.  The factors underlying this included the 

travel time, even when it was paid for by this district; the difficulty in conferring with 

teachers a long distance from home; difficulties encountered by students participating in 

extracurricular activities; difficulties created by distance in case of emergencies; lack of 

socialization opportunities for students from different neighborhoods; and even more 

critical, the lack of compelling differences between schools.  Even with the support of the 

No Child Left Behind Legislation, the results of the Minnesota experience have been 

consistent, as only about one percent of students have taken the transfer option.  

     In essence, it seems that parental support is a weak link in the advancement of school 

choice.  As Frank Luntz, a leading conservative political consultant, and his colleagues 

have noted, as bad as they may be, parents will be hostile to any kind of educational 

reform aimed at public school (Lieberman, 2007).   

Choice Participants - The Catholic Church 

     The Catholic Church has been an eager ally in school choice. The Church was silent in 

the 1950s and the 1960s when enrollment topped out at approximately 14% of school age 

students. After 1960, the cost of education rose rapidly for both private and public 

entities, and the private schools had difficulty retaining their enrollment, falling to about 

10% of the total population. Trends have again reversed since 1975, but the Church has 

still emerged as a very strong supporter of school choice (Berends, 2009; Peterson, 1990). 
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In 1990, the Catholic bishops set up a national office to guide state and diocesan Catholic 

groups on the issue and to establish a parents‟ organization to lobby for choice. Their 

enthusiasm stems from the financial straits of the parochial school system. The fact that 

many low-income and minority children would pour into the schools is undaunting to 

Catholic educators, as many already serve disadvantaged populations (Berends, 2009; 

Dougherty et al., 1992; Peterson, 1990). 

     For the most part, Catholic school officials have not publically commented on school 

choice in the form of vouchers particularly, but it is not secret that many see it as an 

answer to financially ailing schools.  It is a doubled-edged sword, however, in that taking 

these public monies could result in loss of independence through government regulation 

(Bracey, 2002). 

Choice Participants - Politicians 

     State governors have become supportive in some ways because of interest group 

pressure. School choice is very popular with voters. Even without the interest groups, 

governors would still probably advocate school choice because it is a good issue upon 

which to run for office, since education is invariably attractive. Economic growth has 

another impact on reelection chances, and there is an indisputable tie between education 

and economic growth. Delving further into the reasons school choice is attractive to 

political candidates reveals additional motives. Choice is cheap when compared to raising 

teacher pay or extending the school year. This is especially attractive to governors faced 

with large deficits and taxpayer anger. Unlike the 1980s, when the answer to school 

reform seemed to be imposing additional requirements or creating new programs, choice 
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is more effective. Finally, when governors were ready to announce new ideas for 

educational reform to run with, educational choice was already being bandied about. 

     In most of our states, school choice (in the form of charter schools) has evolved into a 

political compromise between the public school coalition and the voucher coalitions.  By 

supporting the formation of charter schools, those representing public schools have 

defeated vouchers which include private schools, and yet have still expanded school 

choice.  Politicians therefore satisfy both coalitions (Lieberman, 2007). 

     With the passage of the No Child Left Behind legislation of 2001, which was signed 

into law by George W. Bush in 2002, politicians have endorsed school choice in a 

convoluted way.  In the original bill, taxpayer-funded vouchers could be used by parents 

of failing schools to attend private schools.  The enacted bill made no such provision.  

Parents were, however, given the option of choosing a successful public school, to 

include charter schools.  Interestingly, under the provisions of NCLB, charter schools 

serve as both a target and a solution, since they are subject to the same sanctions and tests 

as the traditional public schools (Abernathy, 2007).  

     It can be said that the coalition between conservatives, liberal policy analysts, urban 

educators, black and white parents, and the Catholic church is unusual, but it has resulted 

in the choice issue being placed on the national policy agenda. However, it also makes 

the movement very fragile. Those advocating either public or private choice have put 

aside their differences in the interest of attacking their common enemy, the public school 

system. This position is particularly advantageous to the private school choice advocates.  

It could in effect allow choice to be irreversibly established and its momentum to sweep 
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into private school choice. On the other hand, if the public school choice advocates 

decide that the movement might not stop at public school choice, they could abandon the 

cause altogether. This movement could already be started as governmental talk toward 

private choice has already caused the muting of the American Federation of Teachers on 

this issue. 

     The tensions that exist for the support of, or lack of support, for educational choice, 

can be summarized as such: 

Most  people are either strong supporters or strong opponents . . . with their views 

based on diverse value premises.  Proponents base their arguments on several 

grounds, including the value of choice . . . They argue that . . . forms of financial 

support, such as vouchers . . .significantly broaden the opportunity for people to 

choose the kind of education they want for their children, especially people who 

are currently constrained by limited financial resources.  Opponents . . . cite 

concerns about equality, arguing that . . . aid to private education promotes . . . 

economic and racial stratification and will result in the demise of the public 

school (Jeynes, 2000, p. 233). 

     According to some, the choice movement has already taken on the characteristics of 

James March‟s (and colleagues) “garbage can” decision making. This theory states that 

policies are often chosen because they are readily available and not because they are 

necessarily the best solution to the problem at hand. This is even more evident when the 

same policy is appealing to various populations for different and often conflicting reasons 

(Dougherty et al., 1992).     
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The Future of Educational Choice 

     If choice in any of its forms is to be considered as a legitimate contender in 

educational reform, two things must occur. First, choice must be succinctly defined, as at 

present, the term covers numerous educational options (Witte, 1990). Secondly, the 

function of the school experience must be clarified (Glenn, 1990; Postman, 1995; Sizer, 

1992).   

     Any type of choice which is related to a voucher seems to be the most controversial 

aspect, attracting both support and opposition. For example, some support a voucher 

system on the premise that it is necessary to protect religious freedom. The rationale 

given is that education is compulsory, and parents must make a choice between 

antireligious public schools and religious private schools. If a parent cannot afford a 

private school, then they are forced to send their children to the antireligious institution. 

Their opponents decry using public monies to promulgate religious beliefs. Others 

assume that a voucher system which included both public and private schools would 

constitute a competitive market system, while their opponents rally against education 

being a commercial service (Lieberman, 1993; Moe, 2001). 

     Perhaps the most indicting statement regarding the voucher system comes from the 

writing of Gerald W. Bracey (2002, p. 151) when he wrote: 

Except for the idea of providing better access to good schools for low-income 

families, the notion of a voucher contributes nothing directly to the improvement 

of education.  A voucher scheme is a means of paying for schools, not for 

improving them.  It offers nothing in the way of curricular or pedagogical 
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innovations in itself.  Its actions are secondary and, if the market metaphor does 

not fit education well . . . 

     It would seem then from the preceding examples that there is no clear-cut consensus 

on the voucher system. Because vouchers are a form of choice, many transfer their 

opposition to the entire spectrum of educational choice. For this reason, any discussion 

related to the topic must be succinct (Moe, 2001; Tannenbaum, 1995).      

     The underpinning of the function of schools depends on the realization that public 

education must create a public rather than serve a public. Obviously, the public created 

must be one that shares a narrative, and that narrative must lend inspiration to schooling, 

far beyond that afforded by a rigid national curriculum. Glenn (1990) further refines this 

when he speaks of lending clarity to the expectations of schooling. His plan calls for gate-

ways throughout the educational process, or common standards which must be mastered 

prior to specialized secondary training. Sizer (1992) calls for “destinations,” meaning 

having a target which schools can shape their priorities around (Erickson, 2002).        

     The idea of creating powerful narratives/gate-ways/destinations is simplistic, but it 

must occur in conjunction with paradigm shifts. A paradigm is defined as a set of rules, 

either written or unwritten, that accomplish two things:  (a) they define boundaries, and 

(b) they define success within the confines of those boundaries. Society itself, as well as 

the organizations such as schools which comprise it, are literally collections of 

paradigms.  This is a critical distinction since much of the turbulence encountered by 

society and its institutions over the past few years has been due to paradigm shifts. 

Furthermore, if new narratives, et al., are to be established, even more turbulence will be 
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a consequence. This can be positive though, because change can create a whole new 

world (Barker, 1992, 2001).      

     At present, schools do not have the mechanisms in place to create inspiring and 

forceful narratives (Postman, 1995). Throughout time, the narratives seem to have been  

selected in a lackadaisical manner, and accepted as long as national happiness could be 

met by implementing them (Stout, Tallerico, & Scribner, 1994). On the other hand, these 

institutions are neither given permission nor encouragement to do so, possibly because, in 

reality, schools might construct worldviews which do not reflect the society of which 

they are a part. They do, however, collect, amplify, distribute, ennoble, refute, mock, or 

neglect those mechanisms created for them by society at large. Perhaps this is why 

narratives such as the market metaphor and economic utility have such strangleholds on 

the educational process (Marshall, 2005; Postman, 1995).       

     Magill (1994), using slightly different terminology, theorizes that the function of the 

school is to transmit values, the beliefs shared by members of a society or organization of 

what is good, bad, desirable, undesirable, proper, or improper. When members of a 

society share the same values, the values let them know what to expect from each other, 

and as a source of consensus, values help to hold the society together. Values are learned 

from parents, family members, peers, and teachers (Scrapp, 2003).   

     Values are critical because, in the words of Bennett (1995),  

. . . much of life is a moral and spiritual journey, and that we undertake it, 

           at least in large part, to find our way morally and spiritually. Thus it makes 

           no sense to send young people forth on such an endeavor having offered 
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           them only some timid, vacillating opinions or options about conduct in the 

           hope that in the course of their wanderings, they will stumble onto some 

           more definite personal preferences which will become their values.    

 (pp.11-12) 

     Values once held universally and promulgated in the schools included family honor, 

social responsibility, empathy for the outcast, restraint, and humility (Postman, 1995). A 

sampling of values found in contemporary American schools includes, but is not limited 

to giving specialized instruction for the hard of hearing, the blind, and the neurologically 

impaired, treating the emotionally disturbed, training the mentally retarded, teaching the 

gifted, inculcating morals, ethics, and values, helping students develop political know-

how, providing sex education, providing instruction in good health care and AIDS 

prevention, promoting civil and racial tolerance, fostering integration, and teaching the 

principles of the free-enterprise system. Other values assigned and assumed by schools 

include building economic awareness, teaching consumer education, teaching 

humaneness and individual responsibility, building patriotism and loyalty to the ideals of 

democracy, promoting an understanding of the heritage of our country, and preparing 

students to live in a global society. This listing is not all inclusive by any means, but it 

does illustrate the awesome responsibilities placed on schools for the inculcation of 

values (DuFour & Eaker, 1992; Scrapp, 2003). 

     Underpinning all is still the role of the parent in school choice.  Long recognized by 

tradition and law, parents have the right to direct the education of their children.  Some 

would go so far as to say that the right of parents to make the choices inherent to the 
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schooling of their children is the foundation for all other civil liberties.  Yet, just as in 

making the choice for a family doctor, there is not one single, objective criterion for 

determining the best choice (Walberg, 2007). 

     Compounding the matter is what is commonly ascribed to good schools - they are 

always “in process.”  Research in effective education literature reveals a constant process 

of evaluation and assessment and a willingness to embrace educational ideas and 

opportunities (Warner & Guthrie, 2001). 

Choice as a Product of Confusion    

     Choice itself is a reaction to confusion about narrative/value systems. Schools are 

particularly vulnerable to this confusion, and have been throughout an extended period of 

time in United States history. Because there is not universal identification of and with 

these narratives or values, society is in a perpetual state of tension, and thus so are its 

schools charged with promulgating whatever narratives/values are the vogue at the time.  

This tension, as evidenced by the historical perspective of both schools and the choice 

movement, has been a part of public education since its very beginnings in this country.  

Iannaccone (1988), in defining the place of political ideology in political conflict, gives 

insight into the consequences of this tension: 

. . . conflicts which escalate into realignment of coalitions and a redirection of 

policies, are reflections of „intrinsically unresolvable issues about . . . fundamental 

tensions in American society.‟  Because continued political conflicts about such 

issues are likely to destroy a society, a substitution of conflicts takes place around a 

different mix of issues which promises a future solution to the problems posed by 
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irreconcilable tensions. But precisely because they are irreconcilable, at least within 

the limits of their current circumstances and technology, the new mix of issues and 

related ideas provides an illusion of solving the old conflicts. (p. 56) 

Bastian (1995) further defines this illusion. She contends that there are no provisions 

inherent in school choice that address such critical issues as equal and adequate funding, 

school and class size, teacher training, and others. In fact, choice deflects attention from 

them. In its present forms, choice then is simply an illusion, and perhaps even an 

ineffective measure for what ails today‟s schools (Betts & Loveless, 2005).   

     What must happen is that society must come to an agreement on the purpose of 

school, whether it be the perpetuation of the melting pot metaphor or other visions. 

Equally important is that policy makers in education understand that they are working in 

a political system, such as that defined by Easton in 1965 (as cited in Stout, Tallerico, & 

Scribner, 1994): 

. . . patterns of interaction through which values are allocated for a society and 

these allocations are accepted as authoritative by most persons in the society most 

of the time. It is through the presence of activities that fulfill these two basic 

functions that a society can commit the resources and energies of its members in 

the settlement of differences that cannot be autonomously resolved. (p. 57) 

     Choice is characterized by conflicting goals, and they are at the heart of all 

educational systems.   On one hand, parents should have the right to choose the school 

which will best influence the way in which the child is raised.  On the other hand, a fair 

society, one whose purpose is to maintain a stable and effective democracy demands a 
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common educational experience.  Complicating the matter is the existence of the market 

system which is charged with meeting both demands in order to prepare students to 

assume their civic rights and responsibilities (Belfield & Levin, 2005). 

Framework for Reform      

     Before attempting to identify the narratives/values, it is necessary to set parameters 

and make a decision that is even more fundamental. Will the values reflect mastery of 

mechanical skills or will they be world altering? Mechanical skills would enable us to 

state unequivocally that there is one best way to know, feel, see, remember, apply, and 

connect things. This method serves a purpose for many learnings. But it is a different 

matter when the world is altered and a person has become different because of an 

appropriated insight, concept, or vision.   

     In order for values to be world altering, there must be a reason for them. Reason in 

this sense is not easy to describe, not always present in the conscious mind, and definitely 

abstract. It makes sense of schooling, and without it, schools do not work; they are 

pointless. As Nietzsche, cited in Postman (p.4), so aptly stated, “He who has a why to 

live can bear with almost any how.”  Without this purpose, schools do not serve to 

command attention; they serve as a repository for detention (Postman, 1995).   

     An example of a world altering narrative is found in The End of Education by Neil 

Postman (1995). While crediting authors such as H. G. Wells, Jules Verne, and even 

Steven Spielberg, he posits that viewing humans as stewards or caretakers of the earth 

could comprise a narrative with extraordinary potential. It exists at present in raw form, 

but if developed fully, could clarify the interdependence of humans while emphasizing 
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the need for solidarity. All, for example, suffer from extinction of the rain forest, not just 

Brazilians; all suffer from oceanic pollution, not just coast dwellers; and ozone layer 

pollution is not a problem solely belonging to the residents of Australia. With this 

mindset it could be further deduced that social ills such as hunger, political oppression, 

and genocide are not country specific; they belong to all if global consciousness becomes 

an end in education. 

     Even more far reaching, this way of thinking does not cause conflict within or 

between the traditional religious beliefs. Perhaps more importantly, racism has the 

potential for becoming both ridiculous and irrelevant. Basically, people can grow without 

having to give up their identity, yet can still be the caretakers of the earth. Consequently, 

It is a story of interdependence and global cooperation, of what is at the core of 

humanness; a story that depicts waste and indifference as evil,that requires a 

vision of the future and a commitment to the present.   (p. 66)            

     Once narratives/values have been established, then innovation could begin. Choice 

would no longer be an instrument of narrative or value selection, but rather a viable 

component of implementation method.  One such innovation has been proposed by 

teachers‟ union chief Albert Shanker. His idea involves an optional national competition 

between schools. Competition would last for three years and success would be measured 

by improvement over that time period rather than educational attainment at the 

conclusion of the competition. The best would receive substantial rewards. Students 

would not be passive in the process, as they would also have incentives to perform. 

Businesses would ask to view high school transcripts and hiring decisions would be 
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based on that; in essence, there would be a payoff for successful performance (Blinder, 

1992; Buchen, 2004). 

     The response of schools to conflicting values or the lack of narratives, mission, or end 

to education has been what Glenn (1989) terms “defensive teaching” with the “bland 

leading the bland.”  (p.46)  This is attributed to educators trying to serve a widely 

disparate audience, while trying to avoid displeasing them. The consequence is a boring 

education producing students and ultimately citizens who are apathetic. 

Consequences of Perpetuating the Status Quo 

     It is critical that the identified purpose(s) for education be universally embraced, (if 

not at a global level), at least nationally. If not, society, could react with fickleness as it 

has when veterans of various wars returned home. World War II and Persian Gulf War 

veterans were treated to parades and heroes‟ welcomes, while veterans from Korea and 

Vietnam were forgotten, and in many cases, openly reviled. In short, the blessings and 

acceptance traditionally received by returning warriors were absent. All were America‟s 

sons and daughters, but what distinguished their homecoming receptions was the 

presence (or lack of) common identification with the narratives, or missions, or the ends 

of the conflict (Gelman, 1990; Nardo, 1991; Schmitt, 1995; Wiest, 2008). When this 

lesson is applied to education, history should not be allowed to repeat itself.     

     One only need follow the media to realize that the contemporary social crises reflected 

in such phenomena as poverty, dysfunctional families, crime, and countless other social 

problems are indicative of a society lacking definitive common values. Continuing to 

identify the institution as the problem in education and offering choice as the panacea 
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would appear to be heading the way of other educational reforms now relegated to the 

history books.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Methodology 

     Reflecting a shift in the research methodology utilized by an increasing number of 

educational researchers in the last decade, a qualitative paradigm was utilized for this 

study. This method had primarily been chosen because it allowed the researcher to focus 

on ordinary, naturally occurring events within their natural context.  Data generated in 

qualitative research is well-grounded and rich, and lends itself to chronological flow.  As 

such, the researcher can relate events to consequences with precision, and from this can 

derive plausible explanations.  Good data of this type can assist the researcher in 

expanding initial conceptions and even generalizing existing conceptual frameworks.  

Finally, qualitative research has a quality of “undeniability.”  “Words, especially 

organized into incidents or stories, have a concrete, vivid, meaningful flavor that often 

proves far more convincing to a reader - another researcher, a policymaker, a practitioner 

- than pages of summarized numbers.”  (Grbich, 2007; Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 1) 

     The researcher reconstructed, through in-depth interviews of parents, the decision 

making process employed by Hispanic and other parents who chose open-enrollment or 

at-risk charter schools as the educational medium for their child/children.  Through this 

process, augmented by questionnaires and focus group discussions, the researcher was 

able to construct a profile of these parents and identify the ambient factors which have 

led these parents to exercise this form of educational choice.  
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Research Questions 

 The qualitative paradigm was chosen in order to respond to several questions 

about school choice, particularly in the form of open-enrollment or at-risk charter 

schools, including, but not limited to: 

 1.  What was the difference between charter schools and regular public schools as 

perceived by parents? 

 2.  What were the ambient factors or intangible factors, as identified by parents 

that led them to make the choice for charter schools? 

Research Design 

     A naturalistic qualitative inquiry research design delving into the ambient factors 

leading to parent choice for charter schools was utilized.  This research design method 

was selected because the nature of its major axioms (the nature of reality, the relationship 

of knower to the known, the possibility of generalization, the possibility of causal 

linkages, and the role of values) are synergistic with the research questions (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985; Simons, 2009).  The unit of analysis was multiple case studies, with 

theoretical samples derived from parents, whose children will be or had been enrolled in 

charter schools. According to Yin (1994), the unique strength of the case study method is 

that a full variety of evidence can be dealt with, including documents, artifacts, 

interviews, and observations.  They are the preferred method of data collection in 

research involving “how” or “why” questions, in instances when the researcher has little 

control over events, and when the focus of the study is a “contemporary phenomenon 

within some real-life context.” (p. 1)     
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     Care was exercised to alleviate one of the common concerns about case studies: that 

“they provide little basis for scientific generalization.” (Yin, 1994, p. 10)  For purposes of 

this research, the case study was viewed from the viewpoint that, like experiments, case 

studies can be generalized to theoretical propositions rather than populations or universes.  

In essence, therefore, the case studies are not necessarily representative samples, but 

instead will lend themselves to analytic generalizations rather than statistical 

generalizations.  The case studies included the following components: 

     In-depth interviews.  In-depth interviews of the study participants were conducted for 

each case study.  According to Selltiz, Jahoda, Deutsch, and Cook, (as cited in Bollens & 

Marshall, 1973), an interview has the capacity to provide information about “what a 

person knows, believes, or expects, feels or wants, intends or does or has done, and about 

his explanations or reasons for any of the preceding.” (p. 37) The interview questions 

were pretested (Maxwell, 1996; McPhee, 2007) on subjects who are practitioners in the 

field, to ascertain whether the questions provided the researcher with the information 

needed to answer the research questions, to ensure that respondents would be able and 

willing to answer the questions, and to verify that the questions were objective and clear 

(Bollens & Marshall, 1973; Warren, 2010). 

     Focus group discussions.  Focus group (Merton, Fiske, & Kendall as cited in Fontana 

& Frey, 1998) discussions were used to verify information obtained in the individual 

questionnaires.    Their purpose in this research study was exploratory, primarily to 

identify key informants for the case studies, and secondarily, to verify information 

gathered in the individual questionnaires.  Over and above individual interviews, this 
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group activity is advantageous since it is data rich, flexible, aids in the recall of 

information, and elaborative.  Care was taken to “balance the directive interviewer role 

with the role of moderator, which calls for the management of the dynamics of the group 

being interviewed.” (Fontana & Frey, 1998, p.55)  Two distinct focus groups were 

envisioned, both consisting of parents.  Focus group participants were selected from 

parents who completed the initial questionnaire.  Each group had at least two members, 

but no more than ten (Wodak & Krzyjanowski, 2008). 

     Observations.  Observations were used as part of both the individual interviews and 

the focus groups in the sense that, as noted by Maxwell (1996, p. 76), “Observation 

enables you to draw inferences about someone‟s meaning and perspective that you 

couldn‟t obtain by relying exclusively on interview data.”  More specifically, observation 

for the purpose of this study consisted of  “gathering impressions of the surrounding 

world through all relevant human faculties.”  (Adler & Adler, 1998, p. 80; Merseth & 

Cooper, 2009) 

     Parent questionnaires.  Prior to individual interviews and focus groups, parent 

questionnaires were utilized for initial data collection.  They included questions which 

enabled the researcher to collect demographic data (Rosenberg, 1979; Cuellar, Arnold, & 

Maldonado, 1995).  Parent questionnaires also included questions such as: (a) Who was 

involved in the decision to enroll your child/children in this charter school? and (b) How 

did you hear about charter schools? A complete listing of all questionnaire questions is 

included in the appendices (Fink, 2009). 



64 
 

     Time frame.  Data was collected in the fall semester of 2004, the spring semester of 

2005, into the spring semester of 2006.  Interviews and focus groups were audio taped.  

Each case study participant was interviewed twice.  Prior to analysis of the data, all 

interviews were transcribed, and given to the participants for review and modification, if 

necessary. 

Site and Participant Selection 

     Two open-enrollment charter schools were selected from the several presently 

operating in the lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas (Cameron and Hidalgo Counties).  

This locale is significant because of the high population of Hispanic families.  According 

to estimated population figures from the Government Information Sharing Project Site 

(1997), 87.4% of the population of Hidalgo County is Hispanic, with a slight increase to 

89.6% in 2008, with Cameron County close behind at 84.6%, 86.3% in 2008 (U. S. 

Census Bureau, 2008).  Additionally, statewide, 43% of students enrolled in charter 

schools are of Hispanic origin (Texas Education Agency:  Snapshot, 1999).  This figure 

grew to 50% in 2008 (Texas Education Agency:  Snapshot, 2008). 

      Since charter schools have only been in existence and operation since the 1996-97 

academic year in Texas, prior to selection of the schools, the researcher identified those 

schools that have been in operation at least two years, eliminating those whose student 

population is primarily adjudicated.  Identifying those schools in existence the longest 

will possibly reveal additional ambient factors not readily evident in the initial year of 

operation. 
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Preparation for Data Collection 

     Instrumentation.  The researcher served as the primary instrument of both data 

collection and analysis.  Questionnaires, in-depth individual interviews, focus group 

interviews, and observation was utilized by the researcher in this study. 

     Protocol development.  The initial contact to each of the targeted charter schools was 

in the form of a formal letter addressed to the charter school director. Access to the 

schools was obtained by means of an arranged appointment with each of these 

individuals and the researcher‟s proposal was presented (Fontana & Frey, 1998). 

Once this process was completed, the researcher gave this executive or his/her delegate 

the questionnaires to be distributed to the appropriate informants.  The returned 

questionnaires allowed the researcher to select individuals for the case studies and the 

focus groups. 

Data Collection Procedures 

     Documents.  The main document used for the purpose of subject selection was the 

questionnaire.  The Texas Education Agency web page division on Charter Schools was 

used to select the charter schools which have been in operation for at least two academic 

years.   

     Interviews and Observations.  Data for the case studies was gathered through two 

audio-taped interviews conducted at a neutral site in order to make participants feel 

comfortable.  Each interview lasted from one to two hours.  Additionally, informal 

researcher observations of the selected participants were completed, focusing on the 
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reactions of participants as observed through their body language.   Field notations were 

kept as appropriate.  

     Focus groups.  Audio-tapes were kept of focus groups. This was primarily for the 

purpose of selecting participants for the case studies.  As observed in Table 1, a total of 

three focus groups were conducted, with each group having at least two members, but not 

more than five.  All participants were Hispanic and had at least two children enrolled in 

the charter school, with the exception of one parent who was Anglo and had one child 

enrolled.    

Table 1.  Focus Group Participants 

Group Number Number of 

Participants 

Ethnicity Number of 

Children enrolled 

at Phoenix 

#1 5 Hispanic 2 or more 

#2 4 Hispanic 2 or more 

#3 2 Hispanic, Anglo 2 or more, 1 

 

Data Analysis 

     Analysis of the collected data was reviewed for the purpose of discovering the basic 

elements that according to Bollens and Marshall (1973), “underlie and explain a complex, 

changing issue” (p. 61). It was conducted for the purpose of analysis rather than 

description and thus will involve more than identifying the component parts.  It involved 

addressing the initial propositions of a study by examining, categorizing, tabulating, and 
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recombining the data (Yin, 1994). A further component of the analysis was data 

reduction (Miles & Huberman, 1994), in which the researcher told the evolving story.  

Finally, care was taken in the writing process to ensure that this qualitative research is 

“read, not scanned; its meaning is in the reading,” that the written product was a “method 

of discovery,” and not simply “written up.”  (Richardson, 1998, pp.346-347) 

     Transcriptions.  All interviews, both individual and focus group were audio-taped and 

transcribed.  Although the transcription as verbatim, field notations were made of any 

nonverbal communications had relevance to the research. 

     Memos.  Memoing was utilized as a technique to remind the researcher of thoughts 

incurred during the data analysis, primarily for the purpose of explanation or elaboration 

(Schwandtt, 2001). As cited in Miles and Huberman (1994), Glaser described memoing 

as “the theorizing write-up of ideas about codes and their relationships as they strike the 

analyst while coding. . . .it can be a sentence, a paragraph, or a few pages . . .it exhausts 

the analyst‟s momentary ideation based on data with perhaps a little conceptual 

elaboration.” (p. 72) 

     Coding.  All individual and focus group interviews were coded.  Coding is essentially 

analysis.  A code then is simply a label or a tag attached to data during a study which 

assigns meaning to descriptive or inferential information that has been gathered during a 

study.  Codes are usually assigned to “chunks” of varying size - words, phrases, 

sentences or even whole paragraphs (Bernard & Ryan, 2010; Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

This researcher utilized codes consisting of the five elements as described by Boyatzis 

(1998), namely: 
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  1.  a label, 

  2.  a definition of what the theme contains (characteristic or issue 

constituting the theme), 

  3.  a description of how to know when the theme occurs (how to flag the 

theme), 

  4.  a description of any qualifications to the identification of the theme, 

 5.  examples, both positive and negative, to eliminate possible confusion 

when looking for the theme. (p. x) 

This clustering then set the stage for drawing conclusions (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

     Pattern coding.  Kaplan, as cited in Miles and Huberman (1994), notes that “the 

bedrock of inquiry is the researcher‟s quest for „repeatable regularities‟.” (p.69)  

Essentially, pattern coding gathers a large amount of coded data into more parsimonious 

and meaningful units of analysis.  Using these pattern codes, the researcher then linked 

the data from the various sources into relevant conclusions. 

Trustworthiness 

     In order to ascertain whether the findings of this research study are “good,” it is 

essential to define the term succinctly.  Firestone, as cited in Miles and Huberman (1994), 

notes, “The major justification for the research enterprise is that we have the time and the 

skills to develop approximations of the truth that have a firmer warrant than common 

sense.” (p. 277)  Issues which will give meaning to trustworthiness will include 

objectivity, reliability, internal validity, external validity, and application (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). 
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     Objectivity.  In as much as possible, the researcher conducted the study with relative 

neutrality.  All documents, including audio-tapes, transcribed interviews, field notations, 

and memos will be maintained and available for reanalysis by others. 

     Reliability.  This issue translates into “quality control.”  The charter school directors 

were invited to periodically review the research in progress, as well as to offer 

suggestions.  Additionally, a colleague was asked to review the research to ensure 

consistency in methods. 

     Internal Validity.  In essence, triangulation confirmed that the various aspects of this 

study supported the findings, or at the minimum, do not contradict them.  Member-

checking (Schwandt, 2001; Gerring, 2006) was an integral part of this study. 

     External Validity.  The study will be conducted in such a way that it can be duplicated 

easily by others or compared to other similar studies. 

     Application.  Patton (1990) states “The ultimate test of the credibility of an evaluation 

report is the response of decision-makers and information users to that report.” (p. 469)   

This research study may prove valuable to those who are concerned about the general 

state of public education in this country, and for those looking for viable reforms. 

Conclusion 

      A multiple-case study, qualitative in nature, was conducted using the naturalistic 

inquiry approach.  Multiple case studies of charter school Hispanic and other parents 

were the units of analysis.  Data was obtained from individual interviews and 

observations, focus groups, and review of any other relevant data.  This information 

allowed the researcher to compare and contrast the reasons for this type of parental 
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choice with existing theories, particularly the theoretical framework proposed by Raywid 

(1992) and Cuellar, et al., (1995).   

     Since minorities typically are viewed as having multiple societal disadvantages, the 

researcher hoped utilize these findings in order to either confirm existing research or to 

make a unique contribution to the expanding field of study in school reform, particularly 

that of school choice.  

     Much has been written about school choice from the theoretical perspective.  

However, there is a gap in the research regarding how theory is translated into practice, 

practices that are good enough to make parents and students leave the traditional public 

school and select schools of choice, particularly charter schools.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Presentation of Data: Case Studies 

 

     As referenced in Chapter Three, five case studies of Hispanic as well as Anglo parents 

were completed.  Case studies were used as the means for gathering information because 

they have the potential for producing information rich data.  Participants were selected 

from those who responded to an in-depth questionnaire sent to parents of students 

attending charter schools along the Texas-Mexico border.  Parents from two of the 

charter schools who met the criteria for this study responded to the survey, although the 

participation rate in one was minimal (one questionnaire returned).  The school from 

which the participants were selected returned almost seventy of the questionnaires (about 

23%) of the slightly over three hundred distributed.   

     Of the five parents interviewed for the case studies, three were Hispanic, with two 

being married and one being a single parent.  The remaining two parents were Anglo, one 

married and one single parent.  Four of the parents had two children each enrolled in this 

charter school in either the upper elementary or middle school grades, while the 

remaining parent had a student enrolled in an early elementary grade.  All of the 

participants of the three focus groups were Hispanic, with the exception of one, who was 

Anglo.  The first focus group consisted of five members, the second consisted of four 

members, and the final group consisted of two members.   

     The regional Education Service Center lists 390,701 students for the 08-09 school 

year, an increase over 34% from the 97-98 academic year.  Of these students, almost 97% 

were Hispanic, while just over 2% were Anglo.  Slightly under 85% of the students in the 
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area are regarded as economically disadvantaged.  As of 2008, this charter school was 

one of nine in the region (http://esc1.net). 

     The presentation of the case studies which follow is organized similarly.  The studies 

begin with a description of the participant, followed by a brief tracing of educational 

background and its importance through three generations.  For the purpose of anonymity, 

the name of the school and participant names are pseudonyms.  The remainder of the 

information presented relates to pre- and post-knowledge and experiences of the charter 

school, including reasons for choosing this educational option. 

     Data for the study was gathered from the individual parent questionnaires, the case 

studies, and the focus groups.   
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Case Study One - Adela Rodriguez 

Educational Background 

     Mrs. Rodriguez, a married Hispanic female in her forties with a high school education, 

was born and raised in this area of the state.  Her husband was not born in the area.  She 

grew up in a home where she was encouraged by her father to obtain an education.  She 

remembered him teaching her from a very early age that education was very, very 

important.  She married at the age of 14.  Her father responded to the early marriage by 

stressing the need for her to continue her education which she did.  She felt very thankful 

that she was able to finish her education before her father passed on. 

     In turn, the role of education she has communicated to her children is impacted by her 

early childhood experience.  She went on to comment that the generation of her children 

is very different than when she was being raised, and how she has reminded her children 

that she would not have been able to work in the position she held had it not been for her 

education.  Mrs. Rodriguez concluded this portion of the interview by stating that 

education is even more important today than it was back when she first married. 

     Mrs. Rodriguez stated that she communicates her educational expectations to her 

children by being an active participant in their education.  She has repeatedly offered her 

assistance to them either in person or through the use of a computer.  This mother of two 

lamented the fact that sometimes her children get tired of her, but she has countered with 

the fact that she loves them and does not want them to be an embarrassment to society. 

     When asked to speculate about her children‟s internalization and subsequent 

expression of her expectations, she indicated that they would mention having to study 
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hard, getting their homework done, and being fun.  Rodriguez also expressed feeling 

happy when she felt the teacher reinforced her expectations at school. 

Educational Experience of Children to Date 

     According to this mother, her children have not had positive school experiences, and 

though they were at the beginning grades of middle school, both had already been 

enrolled in three schools, two regular public schools and one charter public school.  Upon 

further reflection, she indicated that they had attended kindergarten in one school, and 

then the district changed the school configuration which caused the transfer to the second 

public school.  Later in the interview, she contradicted herself, when she indicated that 

she had made a change because of some incidents that occurred at the school and which 

were not addressed to her satisfaction. 

     The incidents were compounded by the fact that neither of her children shared their 

school experience with her in a timely manner.  She went on to elaborate that one teacher 

yelled at her oldest child, threw this child‟s paper on the floor, and announced loudly that 

the handwriting resembled chicken scratch.   

     Mrs. Rodriguez indicated that both her children take “medication . . . for focusing.”  

She was of the opinion that her children were not born like that, but rather the condition 

came about because teachers did not know how to control the class; rather the class 

controlled the teacher.  An example of this that she gave was that one of her children was 

being pushed around and thrown to the floor, and that there was no reaction from the 

teacher.  She mentioned that she went to the school and kindly asked school personnel to 

observe this type of situation, but to no avail.  Her child reacted by coming home and 
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telling her that, “Mom, I just wish I could hit them.”  She countered that no one should be 

hit, but that instead, an adult should be informed.  According to Rodriguez, the child tried 

this strategy, but felt that no attention was being paid him/her.  Ultimately, things got to 

the point where the child did not want to attend school any longer. 

     During the second interview, Mrs. Rodriguez was asked if either of her children had 

been identified as students belonging to a special population such as gifted and talented, 

special education, or limited English proficient, to name a few.  Her response was that is 

this charter school, they were not, but in their previous school they had been. 

     Although her comments regarding this subject were a bit difficult to understand, she 

did mention that she had signed Section 504 paperwork in the previous school upon the 

advice of her psychologist and counselors.  She originally thought that her students would 

have these same services at the charter school, but was told by the director that her 

students were not having any academic problems, therefore there was no need for any 

extra services. 

     This mother of two did not indicate whether her children had experienced any 

informal educational experiences such as summer camps, or organized activities such as 

Boy Scouts, etc.. 

Pre-enrollment Parent Perceptions and Experiences of Charter School 

     Mrs. Rodriguez initially learned about the charter school concept through a 

questionnaire she received from the House of Representatives.  She took it upon herself 

to call her local school district and later, the state education agency for further 

information.  She was told that charter schools were totally different from public schools, 
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particularly the fact that they had their own director and that they should accept children 

with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder.  From her comments, it seemed that her 

investigation of the charter school was influenced by the difficulties her children were 

experiencing in the traditional public school.   

     She was advised to talk further with the charter school director, but characterized the 

experience as “not too much.”  Rodriguez commented that the director told her that they 

were just trying to get students enrolled so they could get grants.  When she pressed him 

regarding her students‟ disability, he informed her that there was no problem as long as 

the students did their work, but if they did not, they would not make it.   

     Mrs. Rodriguez indicated that parents were sent a pamphlet, more like a sheet of 

paper, at the beginning of the year which showed all the teachers and their degrees.  She 

acknowledged that all teachers had a degree, as the school did not want anyone without a 

degree.  She was unsure whether all teachers were state certified. 

     Although some parents indicated that they signed a contract or agreement concerning 

their role in their child‟s education, she could not recall this document.  However, she did 

relate what seemed to be philosophies of the school, including “schooling” (a discipline 

consequence), no excuses for not having homework, the ability to call teachers on the cell 

phone, and that this was on the only contract she was aware of, but that she had not 

signed any such document. 

Formal Orientation to the Charter School 

     When asked to describe any type of orientation activity sponsored by the charter 

school, Rodriguez initially denied the existence of any such activity.  When orientation 
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was further defined to include open house or parent meetings or anything where school 

officials talked about the school with parents, she related experiences of this type.  She 

mentioned that they had folders on what students were going to do with their education, 

how reading counts, about trips students take, and other important things. 

The Choice for Charter School 

     Mrs. Rodriguez indicated that even before she made the choice for a charter school, 

she was looking for another type of school for her children.  She initially indicated that 

the primary reason was the experiences of her children in the local independent school 

district, although the medication taken for ADHD also played a part.  As an afterthought, 

she mentioned the area of town where the school her children would be attending was 

located if no change was made.  She admitted she was not “high class” but expressed 

apprehension about the “ghettos” and things that her children would experience. 

     The deciding factor for Mrs. Rodriguez‟s choice of a charter school for her children 

was the school culture produced by the school‟s expectations for student conduct.  She 

mentioned that the charter school did not allow bad words, and that students were held 

accountable if they were just “messing around.”  Coincidentally, this factor ended up 

being a concern once her children became students, especially in the area of homework.  

Mrs. Rodriguez gave an example of the discipline administered if students did not 

complete homework.  She particularly expressed concern about instances when a whole 

group of students was held accountable for the actions of one or two.  Her concern was 

not only for herself, but also for parents and grandparents who served as guardians who 
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were not literate and did not understand the logistics of requirements such as homework 

logs.   

     She also indicated that her children were taking medication and she wanted to know 

how good the school was.  The psychiatrist who managed the ADHD of her children was 

the final factor and he also recommended a change. 

     Transportation did not seem to play a role in this parent‟s choice for a charter school, 

as there was only a five minute difference in distance from home school and charter 

school.  Mrs. Rodriguez stated that she drove her children to school and picked them up 

every afternoon. 

Parental Involvement - Charter School vs. Public School 

     On the initial questionnaire completed by this parent, she indicated that at her 

children‟s previous school, she helped out on trips and sold tickets.  At the charter school, 

she indicated that she assisted the social studies teachers with the end of year program 

and on field trips.  Although it was difficult to discern much difference in her 

involvement between the schools from her written or spoken responses, she indicated 

otherwise, specifically that she was more involved at the charter school because she had 

more freedom to participate.   

Academic Performance of Children at Charter School vs. Public School 

     Mrs. Rodriguez indicated that her children‟s grades at the traditional public school 

were As and Bs, and that they remained basically the same at the charter school, with the 

exception of one C for one quarter grading period. 
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Nonacademic Aspects of the Charter School 

     This parent listed a variety of extracurricular activities available to students from 4:00 

to 5:00 PM, Monday through Thursday, although they were called electives.  The 

activities ranged from chess to ping pong, and included homework study.  Topics are 

determined by interest and also the availability of helpers to instruct the course.   

     Mrs. Rodriguez‟s perception of the social opportunities was not as positive.  She 

indicated that 50% of the students came from other schools, and that they came with bad 

habits.  She was aware of this because her own children would come home with questions 

about sex and other behaviors. 

Charter School Funding 

     This parent felt that the charter school attended by her children was adequately 

funded, but she did question some of the school practices.  She felt this way, but then 

wondered why the school asked for so much from home.  This parent also indicated that 

if children did not bring the items asked for (such as sodas), they were disciplined.  She 

did indicate that the school participated in the government lunch program. 

Post-enrollment Perceptions of Charter School 

     This parent graded the school between a B and a C after two years of enrollment.  She 

further elaborated that the school emphasized education, but that the workload was not 

appropriate for kids, rather more suited to adults. 

     Mrs. Rodriguez indicated that the one thing found in this charter school that she would 

implement in traditional public schools would be discipline management, though she 

qualified it, with “to a certain degree.”  She did also indicate that she would recommend 
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that the attitude towards students be reexamined in regards to the amount of stress placed 

on students to perform.   

     The most unique characteristic of the school as described by this parent was the field 

trips.  She went on to relate that the first year, students went on a weeklong field trip, and 

did not have to pay.  Rodriguez felt it was very educational, as they visited the state 

capital and other places such as that. 

     This parent of two would tell a prospective parent that this charter school is good with 

reservations.  Her reservation revolved around the education afforded students with 

disabilities, as her experience was not positive. 

     Her children returned to the school for their third year.  She particularly mentioned 

that her students were excited about the electives and that they liked the availability of 

computers. 

     When given one last opportunity to comment about her choice for a charter school that 

was not covered in the interviews, Mrs. Rodriguez commented on the lack of parent 

input.  She felt like parents were “talked out” of a lot of their concerns, or that parents 

were promised answers to concerns which did not come to fruition.  Calls were never 

returned.   
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Case Study Two - Flora Rangel 

Educational Background 

     Mrs. Rangel was a single Hispanic parent in her thirties and working towards a college 

degree.  She was born and raised in the same area of the state and jokingly stated that she 

would probably also die in the area.  Mrs. Rangel does not recall that education played a 

prominent role in her childhood.  She felt that there was no parental involvement, instead 

it was something “you did on your own.”  Help, if any, came from older brothers. 

     Conversely, Mrs. Rangel stressed the importance of education to her child based on 

her own life experiences.  She gave examples to her child of how she has struggled for 

lack of an education and why she is working so hard now to obtain a degree. 

     This mother served as a role model to her child as a way of communicating her 

expectations about education.  She went on to say that education was always talked about 

in her home, and that often times, she took her child to college with her when he/she had 

a day off from school.  She did this so that her child gets the feel for the college 

classroom setting.  Mrs. Rangel also mentioned that she always bought CD-Roms that 

were educational - books, reading, mathblaster activities, and that homework was always 

a priority.   

     She felt her child internalized her expectations and expressed them by acknowledging 

that parental pressure was present but welcome.  Mrs. Rangel also credited the school 

with assisting in this endeavor.  She gave an example of the rhyming songs the school 

uses, “when I grow up, the more I learn the bigger I‟ll be.” 
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Educational Experiences of Children to Date 

     Mrs. Rangel described her child‟s limited formal education to date chronologically.  

Even though her child is quite young, the charter school was the child‟s third school.  

During his/her pre-kinder and kinder years, he/she went to a private school.  She felt they 

were strong there about giving individual attention.  In first to third grade, the child went 

to a public school, but she felt the discipline was lacking.  She felt a bit trapped, because 

she could not see any other school alternatives.  Mrs. Rangel mentioned that she had not 

even heard of charter schools at that point.  Her child‟s third school was the current one, 

the Phoenix Charter School. 

     This parent stated that her child had been identified as a special population student, 

not because of “learning wise” but with his/her asthma but only in the “public school.”  

She related that the school and she collaborated on a plan of action to administer 

medication as needed.  She indicated that no such plan existed in the charter school, 

although she had not suggested it either.  

Pre-enrollment Parent Perception and Experiences of Charter School 

     Mrs. Rangel first learned of the charter school choice through research on the Internet.  

Prior to this research, she heard about charter schools from someone at her church.  She 

did not know anyone who had children in charter schools, so the Internet was her primary 

source of information.  Her research indicated that charter schools were for children at-

risk, though the Phoenix Charter School billed itself as college preparatory.  Mrs. Rangel 

also mentioned that the discipline was very different, more positive and structured, and 

because of this, there was more learning because the students were not out of hand. 
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     She went on to contrast her definition of positive discipline experienced as a substitute 

teacher in a traditional public school with what she had found in the Phoenix school.  Her 

experience of traditional public schools was that it was just a show for students, that they 

were disrespectful, and that they were more concerned with doing the least amount of 

school work.  She was highly critical of the teachers and paraprofessionals, indicating 

that they just gave students answers to the point where students were not encouraged to 

learn or overcome obstacles.  On the other hand, she personally observed that at the 

Phoenix school, as soon as the teachers entered the classroom, students were listening 

and interacting with their teachers.   

     This parent was certain that all teachers at the Phoenix school were certified, as well 

as in other public schools.  She again commented that what she found at the charter 

school as more like what she encountered at private school, more of a family orientation.   

     The decision to attend this school was a joint effort between mother and child, not 

influenced by anybody else, further indicating that it was a “team” decision. 

     She definitely recalled signing a contract or agreement concerning her participation in 

her child‟s education.  Mrs. Rangel likened it more to a student contract where parents 

are told that they are going to have to participate as far as helping his/her student with 

homework, basically just being there for the child. 

Formal Orientation to the Charter School 

     Mrs. Rangel recounted that parents were required to come to orientation before 

enrolling a child.  At that time, school officials described what the charter school was 

about.  A parent with further questions was invited to contact the school.  She mentioned 
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that you can call and school officials are ready to answer your questions or provide you 

with whatever help you need.  She was particularly impressed with the fact it is not just 

the receptionist or the secretaries that answered your questions, but that you can request a 

conversation with the director, and that his/her door is always open to talk with parents 

about any kind of problems. 

The Choice for Charter School 

     Mrs. Rangel was not searching for educational alternatives, even though she was 

unhappy with the traditional public school.  She was of the opinion that every alternative 

was private, and she knew that she could not afford that option.  It was not until a friend 

mentioned charter schools that she started her investigation. 

     Although she did not indicate that there were any academic problems for her child, she 

elaborated further on her choice for this charter school by discussing the lack of 

discipline and the subsequent teacher actions at the traditional public school.  She went 

on to say that her child would come home from school telling stories of how other 

students were disrupting the classroom and that the teacher would discriminate against 

them or demean them or make them feel bad about themselves.   

     Mrs. Rangel moved after her child had been enrolled at Phoenix for one year.  

Initially, the ride for her child was one hour each way, but she moved to within five 

minutes of the school for the second year of enrollment. 

Parent Involvement - Charter School vs. Public School 

     Mrs. Rangel reported that she has not been an active participant in the school program, 

either at her child‟s previous school or at the charter school.  She had been to a few 
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activities as a spectator, although she is always informed of all school activities.  She 

chose not to participate because of her own classes, or being at work, though she did state 

that she could attend any evening activities. 

Academic Performance of Child at Charter School vs. Public School 

     Mrs. Rangel indicated that prior to enrollment at Phoenix, her child made mostly As 

with a few Bs.  Since enrolling at the new school, there was a difference in grades, mostly 

Bs, an occasional C, and some As.  

Nonacademic Aspects of the Charter School 

     She listed several extracurricular activities, to include sculpting, basketball, 

computers, karate, cheerleading, and several others.  The student chose his/her activities, 

unless the classroom was full, in which case, the teachers made the choice.  She further 

indicated that the extracurricular activities were part of the curriculum, held after the 

close of the traditional school day.   

     Mrs. Rangel was not quite as positive about other social activities, but admitted that 

the positive and negative “kind of balances off.”  She specifically cited a shortened lunch 

break, and the fact that extracurricular activities in traditional public schools were held 

off campus with different children, whereas at the charter school, they were part of the 

school day. 

Charter School Funding 

     Mrs. Rangel did not feel that this charter school is adequately funded.  She cited 

examples such as a lack of a school cafeteria and transportation.  Although there were 

several extracurricular activities, she mentioned the lack of a football team, the lack of 
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University Interscholastic League activities, and the fact that students were dropped off at 

the end of a block by the bus rather than the door-to-door service of the public schools.   

Post-enrollment Perceptions of Charter School 

     Mrs. Rangel would give the school an A on a scale of A - F, with A being the highest.  

She suggested that parents spending one day in a public school versus one day in this 

particular charter school would see the difference very easily.   

     She mentioned that the first reason for choosing a charter school for her child was the 

big difference she saw in the educational experience offered at the Phoenix school.  She 

drew on her experiences as a substitute teacher.  She elaborated in detail, mentioning that 

she had a hard time getting kids to settle down, and that she could hear nearby teachers 

spending most of the class period trying to gain control of the classroom.  She noted that 

such behaviors would not be tolerated at Phoenix.   Mrs. Rangel noted that it was an 

expectation of the school that teachers and students alike are prepared, and that learning 

started when the teacher enters the classroom.   

     This parent characterized the charter school discipline management as stricter but 

kinder.  She characterized public school discipline as punishment, where students are 

sometimes sent to other campuses with other “gang member” type kids.  The charter 

school response, according to this parent, was different, and might involve copying 

sentences as a disciplinary consequence, or more homework. 

     Mrs. Rangel also mentioned “schooling” as another disciplinary consequence used by 

the Phoenix Charter School as a consequence for violations of the code of conduct.  For 

the consequence, which lasted for the entire school day, students were required to stay in 
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the classroom, write sentences or wear their shirt inside out, and could not interact with 

other students.  She admitted that her child had been “schooled” at the beginning of the 

year for not having homework done or not sitting still in class.  Although her student did 

not like it, the student got the idea of classroom expectations. 

     She did also mention a positive reinforcement for abiding by the code of conduct and 

good behavior.  Students are issued a “paycheck” every week, and with that paycheck, 

they could buy from the school store.  The concept seemed to be based on points issued 

for good conduct. 

     This parent was also pleased with homework assistance given by the teacher.  She 

lamented that because of her status as a single parent, she could not always be there for 

her child do all the homework, and noted that there was more homework than ever 

nowadays.  She mentioned that at her child‟s previous school, she would attend Parent-

Teacher meetings and would always suggest that teachers stay after school for about an 

hour to help students out.  This never happened.  She stated that in contrast, the Phoenix 

school has the extracurricular time from 4 - 5 PM, and that if students are behind in their 

school work, they attended tutorials in whatever subject is needed.  She went on to state 

that students are required to have the teacher‟s cell number for night time assistance, 

whereby they called the teacher for with questions.  Students were allowed to call the 

teacher until at least 10 PM at night to ask any type of homework question.  Additionally, 

there were drills whereby the student is required to call the teacher to establish this 

unusual relationship.  
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     This parent expanded on this school practice.  She talked about how valuable she felt 

this service was, because she felt a lot of the parents in the area were not educated, 

possibly having a high school education at best.  She feared that they might not remember 

such things as prepositional phrases or certain things about math, and that this school 

policy allayed her concern for other kids. 

     If given a voice, Mrs. Rangel would recommend that other schools implement 

homework help time.  Again, she mentioned that other students whose parents might 

have a minimal education might be at risk, as they had to figure out homework 

assignments on their own.  Her perception of traditional public schools was that the 

teacher assigned the homework, directed that it be done at home, and brought back the 

next day.  This parent again expressed her appreciation to the Phoenix school for this 

intervention.  

     As far as any change she would recommend, this parent mentioned lack of funding.  

As an example, she mentioned that there was not enough funding to provide enough 

buses to drop students off door to door, so they were forced to walk at least a block to 

reach home. 

     Mrs. Rangel identified the director‟s involvement in the classroom as the most unique 

characteristic of the school.  According to her, the director taught a class, as did the 

assistant director.   She contrasted this with the principal in traditional public schools who 

work solely with kids that cause trouble and all the teacher gripes and complaints.  She 

further went on to say that the director was her child‟s favorite teacher. 
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     Mrs. Rangel would definitely recommend the Phoenix school to other parents, as she 

felt the educational experience is very, very different.  She elaborated that she sees a 

major difference in the way students wish to participate here versus the hard time 

teachers in the public school had just controlling their students.  This parent estimated 

that there are either four or five families that will be enrolling at this charter school at her 

recommendation.  Obviously, her child returned to the school for the upcoming year, 

which she indicated was a unanimous decision between her and her child.  

     This parent definitely felt that her voice was heard at the school.  She admitted that 

she did not get involved in the activities, but that whenever she had an opinion, she went 

to the secretary or the director, or whoever‟s door was open, and expressed her opinion.  

Flora did not feel like they just play lip service to her concerns or opinions, but rather that 

she left the session with the peace of mind that she was really heard.   

     She also felt that this extended to all students and parents regardless of socioeconomic 

class, and then went on to make a correlation between social class and class placement.  

She charged that the traditional public school places students according to socioeconomic 

class, that is, students belonging to the lower classes are automatically placed in the lower 

classes.  Mrs. Rangel noted that she felt everyone at the Phoenix school was treated the 

same, that there was not lower class, middle class, or “advanced” class.  Regardless, 

anyone who fell behind went to homework help.  She related an anecdote from a recent 

Open House.  A student with Spanish-speaking parents was being assisted in translation 

between parents and teacher by another student who assured them that they had nothing 

to worry about, as there would be homework help to bring him up to par.  With a shake of 
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her head, she concluded by saying that in “public” schools, that student would simply 

have been placed in a lower level class.  
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Case Study Three - Gloria Martinez 

Educational Background 

     Mrs. Martinez was a soft-spoken married Hispanic female with a vocational certificate 

as well as some higher education.  She had lived in the area over 40 years, as she put it, 

“pretty much all of my life.”  She recalled finishing high school as quickly as she could 

and that her mother encouraged her to further her education after high school. 

     She did talk to her children about furthering their education and participated in their 

homework, studying with them, and also ensuring that homework had been completed.  

Her dream was that they finish high school and then continue on to college.  This parent 

admitted that she had really struggled because she did not go on to college.   

     Mrs. Martinez communicated her educational expectations to her children by 

constantly reminding them of the importance of continuing their education, by holding up 

to them that they need to further their studies in order to obtain good paying jobs.  She 

felt that her two children believed that education was important, as the oldest had already 

expressed the desire to go to college, and that the younger was following that lead. 

Educational Experiences of Children to Date 

     This mother of two recounted the educational experience of her children with the 

enrollment of her oldest at a charter school.  She went on to relate that the oldest wanted 

to go to the Phoenix charter school and started there when she was in the sixth grade.  

Prior to that, she attended an area elementary school.  Her child came home and 

repeatedly mentioned that school personnel did not pay much attention to students, but 

that at the Phoenix, there was a big difference.  This parent went on to relate that her 
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student learned a lot, mentioning that math was a major weakness for her oldest child.  

Because of the work of the charter school staff, this child was currently being successful 

in a magnet school.  The younger sibling had not been quite as successful, in the parent‟s 

words, the child was a little bit slow, but doing okay now, primarily due to attendance at 

the Phoenix Saturday school sessions for those who needed extra assistance. 

     This mother of two was not aware that either of her children had ever been classified 

as special population students.  Other than school field trips, she did not relate any 

informal school experiences. 

Pre-enrollment Parent Perception and Experiences of Charter School 

     Mrs. Martinez defined a charter school as one where “same type students go there, 

you know, not trouble makers.”  She mentioned that in “public” school, there were many 

students who are trouble makers, and that if your students got involved with them, they 

cannot be separated.  On the other hand, she felt that at the charter school, students were 

respectful; they knew how to respect other people and things and they behaved.  The 

charter school staff was strict with them, they were made to follow rules, and this was 

what today‟s youth needed. 

     Mrs. Martinez stated that she knew nothing about charter schools before her children 

enrolled.  She found out about charter schools through her oldest child.  She related that 

her oldest had a homeroom teacher that started a charter school, and that was where the 

impetus to attend the new school began. 

     She further stated that she did nothing to find out anything more about charter schools, 

rather she had let her child make the choice.  Her child also had a friend attending the 
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school who enrolled at the same time.  She seemed to think that they were sent letters 

mentioning that there was a chance for smaller enrollment at the charter school.  She 

equated that with fewer problems, and the ability to pay more attention to students. 

     This parent was not really sure about the qualifications required to teach in a charter 

school.  She started to comment that she felt the teachers had to be certified, but then 

changed that to the idea that teachers should be chosen based on their ability to work 

“good” [sic] with students. 

     She did not recall any type of parent orientation to introduce parents to the charter 

school concept.  However, Mrs. Martinez did recall signing a contract upon her children‟s 

enrollment.  She recalled that the contract said that she was responsible for her students‟ 

homework; that was, looking at the journal and making sure homework was done.  

Additionally, parents were required to assist students if they were having any problems. 

Formal Orientation to the Charter School  

     This parent had difficulty recalling any type of formal orientation to the charter school 

concept, even after prompting from the interviewer.  In response to prompting inquiring 

about any type of pre-enrollment meetings, letters, or literature, Mrs. Martinez simply 

responded, “I don‟t remember, and “I can‟t remember.” 

The Choice for Charter School 

     Mrs. Martinez could not pinpoint a reason for sending her children to the Phoenix 

charter school.  She admitted that she was not searching for an alternative form of 

education, but that she was okay with her child‟s decision to attend.  As she put it, it was 

simply where her child wanted to go to school. 
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     On the pre-interview questionnaire, Mrs. Martinez stated that her number one reason 

for leaving her children in Phoenix was that “if my child has a problem with (child‟s) 

work, the teachers will pay attention to that student and will work with the child.”  She 

went on to elaborate.  Some times they stayed after school, and if they missed the bus, 

she picked them up.  School staff stayed after school about an hour to an hour and a half 

to solve the problem.  Students do not attend the after school elective classes if they are 

having any kind of academic difficulty. Mrs.  Martinez preferred that her students receive 

extra homework help, to the extent that when she filled out the choice sheet for electives, 

she penciled in homework, homework, homework. 

     Her second reason for keeping her children enrolled dealt with class size.  Again, she 

mentioned the extra care afforded students when the teacher/pupil ration was smaller.  

She mentioned that she had visited the classroom two or three times, and that she would 

see the teacher giving her child individual attention.  She also liked the fact that she could 

just drop in at any time by teacher invitation. 

     This parent stated that her children rode the bus up to an hour and a half each way to 

school.  In contrast, the school they would attend if not enrolled at Phoenix was about 

five minutes away from their home.   

Parental Involvement - Charter School vs. Public School 

     This parent stated on the questionnaire that she never participated in any activities at 

her children‟s previous school.  She went on to say that she had minimal participation at 

the charter school, recalling that she had only attended a field trip to San Antonio.  When 

asked why she had attended that activity, she seemed to have a double motive.  She 
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recalled that they needed volunteers and that she had never been to the Alamo, so she 

volunteered.  Her duties included “explaining” to her child and then they were required to 

“write down a journal explaining the experiences that they saw.”  She further stated that 

she was never invited to be a chaperone at her child‟s public school. 

Academic Performance of Children at a Charter School vs. Public School 

     In essence, this parent felt her children‟s grades had improved with their attendance at 

the charter school.  She stated that her older child had problems with math, but once 

enrolled at the new school, the grades had “picked up a lot.” 

Nonacademic Aspects of Charter School 

     Football, karate, dancing, theater, and drawing were listed by this parent as 

extracurricular activities.  She did state that she thought there were more, but she could 

not recall them.  She did feel, however, that “they hardly have time to visit with each 

other...” and that they needed “a little more.” 

Charter School Funding 

     Contrary to some of the other participants of this study, Mrs. Martinez felt that the 

school was adequately funded.  She mentioned that at first they had been housed in a 

church but at present they were on a street with a lot of buildings.   

Post-Enrollment Perceptions of Charter School 

     On a scale of A - F, with A being the highest, this participant granted the school an A, 

because students are taught to respect each other, they are taught discipline, and because 

of the strong academics, particularly the emphasis on homework. 
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     When asked to comment on classroom management techniques, she began with the 

practice of writing sentences for transgressions.  For example, students talking when they 

were not supposed to were made to write sentences.  Another consequence she mentioned 

was “schooling” when students do not complete homework on time.  She admitted that 

she was not always in favor of “schooling”, because students were made to stand all day, 

and that they were separated from their peers.  She felt that the reason behind the 

punishment was to make students think before they neglect to do homework.  This parent 

did also state that she had been to school to investigate this assigned punishment when 

her child denied guilt.  Overall, however, she supported the school actions. 

     When asked to identify a characteristic of this school that she wished could be 

implemented in other schools, she responded that less students in each room and a feeling 

of respect for each other would be her choices.  She further recommended that teacher 

aides be added to each classroom in order to assist teachers in their work. 

     Mrs. Martinez summed up the uniqueness of the school as “respect”, which took on 

the appearance of immediate response to the teacher command for silence.   

     In the area of public relations, Mrs. Martinez would share with prospective parents 

that it was a good idea to send their students to this school.  Among the positive aspects, 

she counted the attention paid to students, the closed campus, and supervision.  To sum 

up her recommendation, she stated that the quality of education her children are receiving 

is “100% good.”  She concluded by saying that her children would be returning to 

Phoenix for the upcoming year. 
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     Mrs. Martinez definitely felt that her voice is heard at the school.  She went on to 

comment that she felt all students were given equal opportunities regardless of 

socioeconomic income.   
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Case Study Four - Shirley Smith 

Educational Background 

     Mrs. Smith was a married Anglo in her mid forties, who has lived in this area for over 

20 years, and held a graduate degree.  She recalled growing up in a home where 

education was the stepping stone to a successful future.  Furthermore, it was assumed that 

she would go on to college. 

     She further explained that she communicated the importance of education to her 

children in much the same way.  Simply put, with education, there was a future; without, 

there was not.  Both of her children were already indicating the desire to attend college.  

She went on to explain that by helping them she shows an interest in everything they do 

at school, whether it be by being on a sports team, helping them prepare for their weekly 

spelling test or exam, or giving them math problems.  She felt that as parents they were 

constantly doing “educational kind of talking” and challenging them to see if they know 

the answer.  Finally, there was a real emphasis on reading in the home. 

     Mrs. Smith felt that her children would explain the role of education in their lives by 

saying that it would not necessarily be just for the sake of knowledge, but for what it 

would allow them to become.  One child wanted to become a lawyer and the other 

wanted to attend Rice University.  

Educational Experiences of Children to Date 

     Both of the Smith children started out in Montessori schools at the age of two and 

went there until they went to public kindergarten at the age of five.  At the Montessori 

schools, they attended half a day and were exposed to the Montessori curriculum.  Upon 
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entrance to public education, they were both tested for gifted and talented programs and 

both qualified.  Both remained in public schools until the oldest reached the sixth grade, 

at which time both enrolled at Phoenix. 

     On an informal basis they both have been involved in the public library reading 

programs, museum summer classes, and church camp.  One took ballet lessons for 

several years, while the other took karate lessons. 

     This parent mentioned that one of her children had been served as part of a special 

education program in speech at the previous school.  At Phoenix, she mentioned that even 

though it might not be a formal program, she felt the school used a curriculum that was 

similar to those used for gifted and talented programs in traditional public schools.  She 

mentioned that the Phoenix school did not pull out students for enrichment activities, 

instead they had very high expectations for all the students.  She went on to say that some 

of their teaching methods follow the gifted and talented kind of curriculum.  Innovative 

teaching methods such as mock trials and projects were given as examples of this 

curriculum.  Mrs. Smith felt that math was a strong point of the school and that in the 

coming year; students would be tested and allowed to advance a grade if they qualify. 

     When asked to compare the level of service for this special population between her 

children‟s previous school and Phoenix, she commented that it was very similar.  The one 

exception she noted was class size and diversity in student abilities.  Gifted and Talented 

students coexisted in the classroom with students who could not read, and therefore much 

time was spent working with the slower students.  Her children often finished their work 
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early, and just “twiddled their thumbs.”  At Phoenix, because of the after school tutorial 

sessions, this did not happen.   

Pre-Enrollment Parent Perception and Experiences of Charter School 

     Mrs. Smith appeared to have done her research on the mission of charter schools.  She 

related that each charter school has a specific focus, something it is chartered to do.  In 

the case of Phoenix, she felt the charter was to prepare students for college, specifically 

the four year program.  She further characterized the program as “college prep.” 

     When asked to distinguish between charter and other private or public schools, she 

responded that the Phoenix charter was very similar to other private and public schools in 

that there was always a hope that students will continue on to college.  However, she felt 

one difference was that the emphasis was more on academics rather than extracurricular 

activities.  As an example, she gave the two hour per night homework sessions. 

     She admitted knowing little about charter schools before her children‟s enrollment.  

Mrs. Smith knew that they were legislated through the state, and that several charter 

schools were failing for lack of competent leadership or focus or “something.”  She went 

on to say that she felt charter schools were started as a challenge to public education.  

This parent did say that she initially thought charter schools were more focused, citing a 

technology emphasis as an example rather than just a pure academic focus. 

     This parent of two was very sure about the qualifications of the teachers who work at 

the Phoenix Charter School.  She mentioned that all teachers were certainly certified, that 

none had alternative certification to her knowledge.  To be hired at Phoenix, a committee 

of parents, faculty, and students went and watched the teacher teach in their current 
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employment.  As such, no beginning teachers were hired.  This was to make sure that 

their teaching style, etc., fit into the philosophy of the Phoenix school.  Teachers were 

expected to be on campus from 7:30 AM until 5:30 PM, though they did get paid more 

because they were there for extra hours. 

     At one point in the interview, Mrs. Smith mentioned that two of her children‟s friends 

attended the school.  The interviewer asked her whether or not this fact had played any 

role in the family‟s decision to change schools.  She related that the mother of her 

children‟s friends was a teacher in the school attended by her children, and if she felt the 

need to have her children elsewhere, that was the “final straw.”   

     This parent did recall signing some type of charter or agreement detailing her 

responsibilities as a parent in her children‟s education.  She could recall two things from 

the agreement, one being that she agreed to ensure that assignments were completed, and 

the second being that parents would agree to read with their children at night. 

Formal Orientation to Charter School 

     Mrs. Smith recalled hearing about charter schools probably through reading about 

them in the newspaper and educational journals.  She then followed up with the next 

steps into her inquiry into this type of school choice.  She recalled going to an orientation 

session at Phoenix and asking about the focus of the school.  She related that the answer 

was very specific, simply to prepare students for a college career. 

     She continued on with her description of the orientation to the school.  Orientation 

was constantly scheduled and it was always after school for the convenience of the 

working parent.  Additionally, information packets were provided for parents, and they 
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were very comprehensive.  She remembered that she and her husband had some 

additional questions, and that they called the director, who had indicated a willingness to 

be contacted at any time.  Finally, they returned to the school to complete the applications 

which included a composition about why they wanted to attend Phoenix. 

The Choice for Charter School 

     The Smith family had been searching for educational alternatives for their children.  In 

fact, they almost put down the deposit for a private parochial school in a nearby city.  

However, both children were on a wait list, and they were not sure they were going to get 

in.  Because they did not want to wait until the last minute to get accepted somewhere, 

the family kept looking.   

     Each case study participant was asked to list the top three reasons, in order, that 

his/her student/s were attending the Phoenix Charter school.  This parent listed the 

challenging curriculum, strict discipline, and a caring faculty, echoed by several other 

respondents.     

     Mrs. Smith defined a challenging curriculum as “anything that wasn‟t a ditto sheet 

that had the standardized test name in the upper right hand corner...”.  According to her, 

her children‟s previous school was reviewing and going over things that had been taught 

and learned two or three years ago, creating severe boredom for her children. 

     She was surprised to hear that she had listed strict discipline as her second reason, but 

clarified it.  The reason one was in school is to learn, not that offenders would be 

appropriately disciplined for lack of effort to learn.  She felt that her kids wanted an 

environment where students were enthused about learning and that if there were students 
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who do not feel this way, that they would be disciplined.  Although her students have 

never had the need to be disciplined, she expected that they would be if needed. 

     Even though a caring faculty was her third reason in importance for having her 

students at this school, Mrs. Smith provided more justification than for any other reason.  

This family was totally amazed at the fact that parents and students were given the cell 

phone number of each teacher, and were not only encouraged, but expected to use it.  

Students, as well as parents, were encouraged, furthermore expected to call if something 

was not understood, or if a student was confused about an upcoming event (date, time, 

place, other logistics).  As such, communication between home and school was one call 

away.  She did admit to using it more than her children did, as she characterized her 

children as more shy than she.  At the previous school, the teacher‟s phone number was 

unknown.  She elaborated further and commented that the written word that comes home 

is usually confusing.   

     She mentioned another communication tool used by the school in the form of  

“paychecks.”  It was similar to getting a progress report each week, and teachers were 

required to complete them.  Students received ganas {possessing incentive or motivation 

enough to act}for being team players, being intellectually curious, doing homework, 

answering a challenging question, or going an extra mile.  She felt this is great 

communication between parent and teacher, i. e., documentation for just about 

everything.   

     Transportation to school was, as termed by this parent, a burden because their 

neighborhood school was two minutes from home, while the Phoenix School is a twenty 
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minute trip each way.  She characterized this as a definite choice they made as a family, 

because it would be much easier to travel to their home school.   

Parental Involvement - Charter School vs. Public School 

     According to the preliminary survey completed by this parent, there seemed to be 

much more involvement in the charter schools as compared to the previous public 

schools.  She attributed the difference in participation to the fact that they pursued you, 

they called you, they asked you, they made you wanted to volunteer.  They did this by 

asking you to participate in things they think you would be good at, things related to your 

profession. 

     When asked how school officials determined parent interest to make parent 

involvement selections, she responded that she seemed to recall that they had asked 

parents to complete a survey indicating areas of interest. 

Academic Performance of Children at Charter School vs. Public School 

     Before enrolling at Phoenix, Mrs. Smith reported that her children made straight As, 

high, high straight As.  At Phoenix, they have dropped somewhat to low to high straight 

As.  She was okay with this, because “they definitely have dropped some which was fine 

with me, because to me if I see a 99 it doesn‟t mean that you‟re being challenged very 

much.” 

Nonacademic Aspects of Charter School 

     Mrs. Smith felt that there was an extensive extracurricular program.  She reported that 

from 4:00 to 4:15 PM each day there was an afternoon snack, and then from 4:15 until 

5:00, students were required to stay after school for a self-selected extracurricular 
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activity.  Students picked their top three and were placed according to availability.  As an 

example, her children were at various times enrolled in photography, Future Farmers, 

keyboarding, and flag football.  According to her, electives were combinations of 

academics and sports, citing examples such as art and choir.  The classes were taught by 

teachers or “folks” that were brought in, and sometimes parents. 

     This parent further felt that the social needs of students were met through the elective 

program.  Mrs. Smith stated that regardless of the activity, there was an abundance of 

group activities, and because different students selected different activities, the group 

membership changed frequently.   

Charter School Funding 

     Mrs. Smith felt strongly on the subject of funding, indicating that school officials had 

to scrape, constantly writing for grants of any type.  Facilities were not top notch, rather 

they were modular buildings.  If not for a grant, there more than likely would not have 

been a cafeteria.  Parents were asked to financially support the school through typical 

fund-raisers or candy, trinkets, or whatever.  This parent had made donations of library 

materials at her own expense, and related that there was one television - video cassette 

recorder for the entire campus. 

Post-Enrollment Perceptions of Charter School 

     Mrs. Smith, a former educator, gave the school an A-, based on a scale of A - F, with 

A being the highest.  She ranked the school so because in her opinion they had some of 

the most innovative and motivating educational practices and ideas she had ever 

encountered. 



106 
 

     Mrs. Smith had several suggestions for implementation in traditional neighborhood 

schools.  They included the use of planners as a means of communication between home 

and school, the selection of the faculty by the process outlined previously, and the 

electives after school.   

     She went on to say that she felt “schooling” or at least a modification of it, would be a 

positive, simply for the concept that if a student did not do homework, there was a 

consequence.  She loved the idea that the school does not teach to the state accountability 

test, and that they really lived up to that until just before the test, when reviews were 

conducted.  She described the curriculum as very well-rounded, with much beyond the 

textbook.  Students take the Stanford 9 and were very proud of it since it compares them 

to students throughout the whole United States.   

    Mrs. Smith went on to say that as much as she liked the school, there were some things 

that she would change, including “schooling”.  She also mentioned letting up on the 

amount of homework, citing the lack of cooperation between teachers, i. e., several tests 

or projects with the same due date.   

     This parent felt the most unique part of the school is the long school day.  In fact, she 

used the length of the school day as an item for discussion with  prospective parents.  If 

the prospective parent does not feel their child can handle the long school day and the 

structured setting, she discouraged them from enrolling.  If students were involved in 

extracurricular activities, and attention was paid to school, the extracurricular activities 

fell by the wayside, as they had for her children.  She lamented that there just are not 

enough hours in the school day. 
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     The Smith family foresaw that their children will attend the Phoenix Charter School 

through the eighth grade.  They did not see enrollment there beyond that because the 

secondary program is uncharted territory at this time. 
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Case Study Five - Grace Clark 

Educational Background 

     Mrs. Clark was an Anglo, divorced mother of two, who had recently relocated to this 

southern state from a northern state. 

     Mrs. Clark recalled that the role of education in her childhood home was very 

important.  She and her siblings were required to do their best and to get good grades.  

They were expected to do their homework, or Mom would get after them. 

     This mother felt that the role of education she communicated to her children was one 

that regardless of career, education or lack of it was going to impact their lives.  She also 

reminded them that more and more people are needing college educations rather than just 

high school diplomas.  Since she was a college student herself, she felt that she modeled 

to her children in this way.  She also talked with them daily about school and homework 

with the idea that if she was asking about it, it must be important. 

     Mrs. Clark feels that her children would speak about the importance of education in 

different ways.  Her older child would probably say that she has to have good grades to 

get into veterinary school.  Her younger child would probably answer the questions in a 

different way, as she was not focused, and education was not as exciting to her. 

Educational Experiences of Children to Date 

     Mrs. Clark‟s oldest child started school by attending Head Start at about the age of 4.  

The child always went to public elementary school and tended not to have any ups or 

downs, all smooth sailing.  However, she did recall that when her child was in the fourth 

grade, the teacher had lower expectations and the child performed to them, and as a 
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result, did not do as well.  In the seventh grade, this child started attending the Phoenix 

school. 

     When the younger sibling started school, it was at about the age of three.  She started 

with special services though the parent had difficulty determining what qualifications the 

child met.  She thought that perhaps it was gross motor skills not being on track 

developmentally.  From there, (child) went on to Head Start.  In the public elementary 

school her child was in a special education program though not receiving services, just 

identified.  The child was later identified as having Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 

Disorder, though the mother felt it was just a label.  The child was “exited” out of Special 

Education going into the third grade.  According to the mother, this child had a really 

negative experience in the fourth grade.  She lamented that she felt it had really turned off 

the child to education so much so that the child had physical symptoms associated with 

going to school.  The next year, this student made a lot of progress, and almost caught up 

to level.   

     Following that year, the family relocated and the child enrolled at Phoenix.  Mrs. 

Clark had initial concerns because of the poor year her child had previously experienced.  

In fact, she noted that she felt her child started off a little bit ahead of her colleagues at 

Phoenix, so that give her student a boost.  At home, there was limited television, and 

reading was encouraged.  As a result, the child worked hard at home and school because 

there were consequences in both places for not completing work.   

     The parent continued discussing her youngest child‟s identification as a special 

population student, and especially her experience with that designation at Phoenix.  Even 
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though she had previously mentioned that her child had been dismissed from special 

education services, she spoke as if she had doubts about the process.  She felt that the 

Phoenix Charter School did not recognize her child‟s disability, but justified it by using 

techniques throughout the school for all students that helped her child.   

     Informally, both had experiences going to camp and were in 4-H.  They did a lot of 

learning by showing their rabbits and doing arts and crafts through 4-H.  Both 

participated in a competitive swim team and took ballet and gymnastics classes when 

they were young. 

Pre-enrollment Parent Perception and Experiences of Charter School 

     Mrs. Clark freely admitted knowing nothing about charter schools before moving to 

this state, especially since the state she moved from had none.  She did some searching on 

the Internet and found that charter schools were independently run but did receive 

funding just as did traditional public schools.  She further noted that they seem to have a 

lot of parent input, and that they were still accountable for state testing.  The variance 

came in what they provided for education and structure. 

     From the perspective of a newcomer to the state, she was asked to distinguish between 

charter and traditional public schools.  She felt that charter schools had more control over 

behavior and consequences, even to the point of signing contracts to that effect.  She 

indicated that she like this aspect.   

     Mrs. Clark mentioned that she was not quite sure, but that she felt all teachers were 

state certified and that she felt the administration sought out teachers “that push the limit 

of students‟ learning...” 
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     Since the family was new to the area, there was no influence from current students or 

friends, though Mrs. Clark did speak with the director of the school who belonged to a 

teacher organization they had in common. 

     She did recall signing a contract of some type. 

Formal Orientation to the Charter School 

     Mrs. Clark found out about charter schools though a teacher organization.  She stated 

that she asked enough questions to find out basically what she mentioned previously 

about them.  She also attended an information meeting at the school before enrolling her 

children, getting an idea of what admissions requirements were, and what their 

expectations were.  Mrs. Clark also mentioned that the school sent home some kind of 

pamphlet with the applications and additional information.  She, however, initiated the 

school contact. 

The Choice for Charter School 

     This parent began looking at different options for education because they were making 

a move to a different area of the United States.  She did not find much information on 

charter schools because it was hard to find information on them on the Internet.   

     This parent of two was also assisted in her search by an article in an alumni magazine 

for a group in which she holds membership.  What she recalled was a small blurb 

recalling the charter school related activities of alumni of the group. 

     The parent cited high academic expectations as a reason her children were attending 

the Phoenix school.  She went on to say that schools should push students beyond what 

she had observed in other public schools, although not beyond what the student was 
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capable of doing.  She felt her children were expected to do well, and that they were 

doing much more homework than she had ever seen them do before.  She also mentioned 

class size as a plus, enabling administration to know everyone personally.  Finally, she 

felt the need for more structure, less violence.  She admitted to being very protective, and 

possessing high expectations for behavior.  She wanted her children to be around children 

who met these same expectations.  She recalled that the behavior contract indicated that if 

students fought, they were kicked out.  In all matters, expectations were made clear 

before enrollment. 

     The Clark family only lived one mile from the school, but the children‟s bus ride was 

forty minutes one way.  She explained this by saying that her children boarded the bus 

first and rode the entire route before arriving at school. 

Parental Involvement - Charter School vs. Public School 

      Mrs. Clark mentioned that she participated in school fairs and parent conferences at 

her children‟s previous schools.  At the charter school they now attended, she mentioned 

that she attended parent meetings, report card pickup, the science fair and the social 

studies fair.  Because of her college attendance, she felt like she was participating as 

much as previously, but not as much as she would like to. 

Academic Performance of Children at Charter School vs. Public School 

     This parent reported that her oldest child previously received “usually As” and was 

still receiving them now.  The younger child was probably in the C range prior to 

entering Phoenix, while the year before she was below grade level in some subjects, like 

math and reading.  She finished up the year with mostly Bs at Phoenix. 
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Nonacademic Aspects of Charter School 

     Mrs. Clark echoed her colleagues in describing the extracurricular program.  She 

specifically mentioned being surprised at the school sponsoring a martial arts program, 

and that they also sponsored folklorico {folk} dancing, art, chess club, and some sports.  

She mentioned that the sports activities were traumatic because teams were selected. 

     This parent went on to remark that she felt social activities were limited basically to 

sporting events which she did not find too much different than the traditional schools. 

Charter School Funding 

     Mrs. Clark claimed little knowledge about the funding aspects of the charter school, 

claiming that she had not really been involved.  She felt that the school administration put 

a lot of effort into finding outside sources of funding through grants, citing one dealing 

with technology. 

Post-Enrollment Perceptions of Charter School 

     Mrs. Clark assigned the school a B, (on a scale of A - F, with A being the highest). 

She felt they did a good job academically in meeting student needs, but that there was 

room for improvement.  She felt more work was needed on character development, 

though she did feel that this is true of most schools, because students do not get enough 

of this outside of school. 

     The one concept she chose that she would like to see implemented in pubic schools 

was that of student responsibility for their own learning.  She felt that if all schools had a 

consequence for not completing homework, there would be an improvement.  She further 

felt that a big part of homework should be reading, both required and pleasure reading.  
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She lamented that not all homes can provide this structure, but it was her feeling about 

this area of the state.   

     Her recommendation for change was simple:  “Not cutting people from sports 

activities.” 

     Mrs. Clark proposed that the most unique characteristic of the school was the 

consequence of  “schooling.”  She says she had heard it used most for not doing 

homework.  If you did not do your homework, you did not socialize with friends the 

following day.  You had to stand up all day, other than lunch time, and you sat at an 

isolation table.  You were supposed to wear your shirt inside out so that all know you 

were being “schooled”. 

     Her message to prospective parents was simply that if your student is willing to work, 

she would recommend the school to anybody that had the drive to do the work.  She 

reiterated that she felt her students had made a lot of progress.  She particularly felt that 

expectations were in place at the school, and she liked that. 

     Both Clark children would be returning to the school, both by parent and student 

choice.   
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CHAPTER FOUR SUMMARY 

     A matrix consisting of the pertinent information from the case studies follows in 

Table 2.  Case Study Participant Matrix. 

Topic A. Rodriguez F. Rangel G. Martinez S. Smith G. Clark 

Educational 

background 

High school 

diploma; parent 

expectations for 

furthering 

education 

Working towards 

college degree; 

few parental 

expectations 

Vocational 

certificate, some 

higher education; 

parent 

expectations for 

furthering 

education 

Graduate degree, 

basic assumption 

of family for 

furthering 

education 

Working on 

graduate degree; 

parent 

expectations for 

furthering 

education 

Educational 

experiences of 

children 

Not positive due 

to learning 

disabilities, little 

informal 

educational 

experiences 

Private school, 

negative 

experience in 

public school, 

little informal 

educational 

experiences 

Child reported 

inadequacy of 

public school, 

little informal 

educational 

experiences 

Not challenged 

prior to 

enrollment at 

charter school, 

many informal 

educational 

experiences 

Mixed between 

positive and 

negative, several 

informal 

educational 

experiences 

Pre-enrollment 

perception of 

charter schools 

Information 

derived from calls 

made to local 

district and state 

education agency 

Knew nothing 

about charter 

schools before 

enrollment; used 

Internet 

Found out about 

charter schools 

through her 

daughter 

Researched 

through 

professional 

journals, 

newspaper  

Learned about 

Phoenix school 

through alumni 

magazine 

Formal 

orientation to 

charter school 

Vague 

recollection 

Recalls formal 

process 

Could not recall 

any orientation 

Recalls extensive 

formal process 

Recalls formal 

process 

Choice for charter 

school 

Searching for 

alternatives due to 

children‟s 

learning 

disabilities 

Not actively 

searching for 

alternative, heard 

positive 

comments from 

friend 

Not actively 

searching for 

alternative, child 

made decision to 

attend 

Searching for 

alternatives due 

to lack of 

challenge 

Moved to area 

from out of state, 

researched area 

schools 

Parental 

involvement –  

charter school vs. 

public school 

Self-reported 

more at charter 

school 

Self-reported not 

active in either 

Self-reported 

more at charter 

school, though 

minimal 

Self-reported 

more at charter 

school 

Self-reported 

about same, but 

wished for more 

Academic 

performance of 

children at charter 

school vs. public 

school 

About the same Slightly lower at 

charter school 

Much improved Slightly lower, 

though still As 

Slightly higher 

Nonacademic 

aspects of charter 

school 

Electives Electives, few 

social activities 

Electives, few 

social activities 

Electives, social 

needs met 

through electives 

Electives, few 

social activities 

Charter school 

funding 

Inadequate, citing 

need for 

providing teacher 

supplies 

Inadequate, citing 

lack of school 

cafeteria & 

transportation 

Adequate Inadequate Noted grant-

seeking activities 

of school 

administration 

Post-enrollment 

perception of 

charter school 

Graded between 

B & C, on 

traditional  

A-F scale 

Graded as A, on 

traditional A-F 

scale 

Graded as A, on 

traditional A-F 

scale 

Graded as A-, on 

traditional A-F 

scale, would 

suggest a few 

changes 

Graded as B, on 

traditional A-F 

scale, need more 

work on character 

development 
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     In this chapter, an in-depth description of each case study participant has been 

provided to assist the reader in forming a perspective upon which to examine the findings 

described in the next chapter.  Each participant was asked to relate information beginning 

with his/her own educational experiences, how he/she communicated educational 

expectations for his/her children, and a brief description of how he/she projected 

internalization of these expectations by the child.  The descriptions also included 

information on the family journey to and through the charter school, beginning with the 

investigation stages, including pre- and post-experiences in the school, and culminating 

in recommendations for implementing charter school practices in traditional public 

schools. 

     By including both Hispanic and Anglo parents of charter school students as the 

primary theoretical sample, this investigator was able to gain insight into the reasons that 

these parents are making the choice for charter schools. 

     Data was collected utilizing multiple individual interviews of each of the case study 

participants.  These were conducted following a bilingual pre-interview survey 

distributed and collected on a voluntary basis from all charter school parents.  Finally, 

three parent focus groups were conducted.  Information from the focus groups and 

surveys was used to triangulate the emerging themes discussed in the next chapter. 

     In the next chapter, this researcher has organized the data into emerging themes which 

emerged from the collected data.  Using this information, the researcher was able to 

answer the research questions presented in the initial chapter of this study. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Analysis of Findings 

     A thick description of each case study was provided in the previous chapter.  This 

chapter presents a re-statement of the purpose of the study and research questions 

followed by the themes which emerged from the data.  The purpose of this study was to 

ascertain why parents chose charter schools as the educational setting for their children.  

To ascertain these reasons, case study participants and focus group members were asked 

to provide their perceptions of charter and public schools.  In addition, they were asked to 

describe the ambient or intangible reasons which contributed to their selection of a 

charter school.   

     The research questions were as follows:  1.) What was the difference between charter 

schools and traditional public schools as perceived by charter school parents? and,    

2)  What were the ambient or intangible factors as identified by parents, that led them to 

make the choice for charter schools? 

     In response to research question #1, the differences between charter schools and 

traditional public school as perceived by charter school parents, there were eight major 

differences which emerged and are described in the following section.  The differences 

included degree of parental participation in the day to day activities of the school, the 

unique support offered to school stakeholders by the faculty and staff, the mandatory 

nature and type of extracurricular activities (termed electives by the school), the emphasis 

on homework with its relationship to disciplinary consequences, extended field trips 

(termed field lessons by the school), universal high expectations for student achievement, 
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the lack of special populations programs such as special education and Section 504, and 

basic funding difficulties. 

Differences Perceived by Parents between Charter Schools and Public School 

Differences in Parental Participation between Charter Schools and Public Schools 

     Parental participation in the day to day activities of the school can take many forms, 

ranging from assistance in direct instructional activities to support of the school program 

through fundraising and student recruitment.  The degree of parental participation is 

dependent on several factors, but an inviting school climate is crucial.  Overall, 

participants self-reported more participation at Phoenix than in their previous schools.  

When asked what, if anything made a difference in participation, the answers were 

varied, but all mentioned the inviting atmosphere in some fashion. 

#1, they pursue you . . . they call you . . . they ask you . . .they make you want to 

volunteer and get involved . . . they select things that they think you‟ll be good at to 

participate in ... (Mrs. Smith) 

     Mrs. Rodriguez talked of her experience as a parent participant at her children‟s 

previous school.  She commented that she had to find out about school activities through 

letters, and but that whenever she signed up for a duty, she was not selected because there 

were so many parent volunteers.  She went on to speak of her experiences at Phoenix. 

I‟m a new parent, and kind of a nosy one, wants to know, wants to be there to 

pick them up.  I wanted some involvement, I told them I‟d come. . . and that‟s part 

of a parent. 
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The parent who came from out of state, Mrs. Grace Clark, justified her lack of 

involvement in terms of her college attendance. 

One thing that makes a difference is that I am going to school after working and  

so my time is limited, but I‟m not participating any less than I did before, but I‟m 

not participating as much as I‟d like to be. 

     Mrs. Gloria Rangel, another parent college student, also felt welcomed to participate, 

but limited by her life circumstances.   

Oh, yeah, always . . . Either I‟m in school, or I can‟t make it, or I‟m at work, or 

something.  For evening activities, for that, I can always be there.   

She went on to describe the school atmosphere.   

. . . it‟s kind of like private school was . . . and it‟s more like a family-oriented 

type of thing . . . there‟s a warmer feeling. 

     The fifth case study participant self-reported no involvement as a parent at her 

children‟s previous school, but limited participation at the charter school.   

Uh, gosh, they needed help, volunteers to go in and work . . . so I went over there. 

(Mrs. Martinez) 

She did speak of feeling welcome to drop in on classes at any time.  

     Additionally, focus group participants offered another perspective, mentioning the 

participation of both parents and students in architectural input for a new building.  

. . . they kind of decided on their own with the parents, they met with the 

architects . . . For the kids to do that and even for the parents, it‟s kind of 

important for the child to have a say-so . . . (Focus Group Participant) 
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This group was very animated and proud of their participation. 

. . . we‟re always here . . . we participate in everything.  We help them with the 

recruitment, the colonia {unimproved, unincorporated neighborhoods} walks. 

(Focus Group Participant) 

I think I like it more, more involvement, you get to meet so many families, and 

you get to see all these kids and ... (Focus Group Participant) 

This group also elaborated on the family atmosphere, characterizing it as a “family 

thing”. 

     Parents in this focus group also commented on the role played by school personnel in 

parent orientation. 

We welcome them at any time during the day.  They don‟t have to have an 

appointment or anything like that . . . We try to get them involved students, 

parents, and teachers. 

     Another focus group also noted that they felt welcome to participate. 

. . . and here you know they let me help them . . . with paperwork, or even a little 

bit reading to the kids.   

     A member of  another focus group also noted that the open door policy was a reality in 

philosophy and practice.   

Because a lot of the time people say they have an open door policy and you come 

in and talk to them and they say “thanks for the feedback, that‟s so great” and 

then nothing‟s actually done.  I‟ve seen many of my suggestions actually put into 

action . . . 
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Support Offered to School Stakeholders by Faculty/Staff 

     Education is a profession unto itself.  It is full of acronyms and regulations which are 

usually well know to practitioners but foreign to many of its parent and student 

stakeholders.  If these stakeholders are to be part of the process, it is imperative that 

support mechanisms are in place.     

     Mrs. Smith noted the supportive atmosphere as early as the orientation process.   

They had orientation constantly and it‟s always after school . . . for the working 

parent.  And then as I recall, we had some questions afterward and we called the 

director who was very open about . . . call me any time.   

After the orientation process, this family was amazed at the fact that they were given the 

teachers‟ cell phone numbers.   

. . . and we were encouraged, you were expected to call if you don‟t understand 

something, or if your child was confused about an event . . . an assignment . . .so 

the communication between the teacher and the parent and the student is one 

phone call away . . . 

In describing the weekly paychecks, a type of documentation sent home by the teacher 

and consisting of a collection of points awarded for homework completion, going the 

extra mile, etc., Mrs. Smith noted that  

it [weekly paychecks, mandatory student planners] just creates great 

communication between the parent and the teacher, there‟s just documentation for 

everything.   

This educator also mentioned feeling that she was listened to because “I am constantly 
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asked what my opinion is.”  She gave as an example a time that she felt there was too 

much homework issued in one particular subject area.  After a chat with the 

administration, the assignments lessened.  She did qualify her answer with the 

observation that one of her children was at the top of the class, and perhaps the school felt 

that if top students were having difficulty with the work load, others might be finding the 

load excessive also. 

     In contrast to all other research participants, Mrs. Clark made no mention of any of the 

support offered by the faculty and staff at the Phoenix group. 

     Mrs. Rodriguez also mentioned the cell phone practice, although she professed a 

different experience atypical of the other families.  She recalls discussing a concern with 

the administration and being reminded that teachers were as close as a phone call, and 

therefore there was no reason for students not to have their homework completed. 

Well, I tried to call, and no answer . . . they all have cellular phones and you can 

call them.  And it‟s not true. 

She mentions discussing the issue with school administrators, and being reminded that 

teachers can be contacted by cell phone whenever needed.   

. . . it‟s not true, they don‟t abide by that, well, according to my children the times 

they‟ve had to call, they were not responded appropriately [sic]. 

Furthermore, as the interviews progressed, she again expressed concern about the cell 

phone practice.  

. . . they seemed that they don‟t want to hear them [questions]. . . That‟s how it 

seemed to me because they never returned my call. 



123 
 

     Mrs. Rangel expanded on the cell phone practice.  She reiterated the availability of 

teachers mentioned previously, and mentioned that teachers were required to be available 

until 9 or 10 at night.   

As a matter of fact, there‟s also drills where the students has to call the teachers so 

(child) can feel comfortable using that number to ask for help whenever (child) 

wants. 

She elaborated that the teachers don‟t complain about being available beyond the 

traditional school day.   

And, they‟re not, they always sound nice, “Oh, no problem,” they sound very 

nonchalant. 

She mentioned that the communication is always open between the teachers, the 

principal, and just about everybody there.  She also labeled the orientation process as 

being quite comprehensive, although the provision for calling back with immediate 

feedback also exists.   

. . . it‟s not just the receptionist or the secretaries that answer your questions, you 

can request to talk to the director, and they‟re always open, their doors are always 

open to talk to the parents any problems [sic] as well. 

Mrs. Rangel also praised the practice in light of the educational level of many residents in 

the area. 

. . . a lot of the parents in (location) are not educated . . . they have maybe a high 

school level at best, and so I think about the other kids that have homework, and 

who‟s going to help them? 
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She mentioned also the communication that occurs on a daily basis through the 

homework log.  Parents are required to sign off on homework, so that there is daily 

communication going back and forth.  Homework help time, held after school, and either 

voluntary or required depending on the child‟s circumstances, also earned praise. 

     When asked what she would consider the most unique characteristic of the school, 

Mrs. Rangel without hesitation mentioned the involvement of the principal or director in 

the classroom.   

          And here, the principal teaches a class and he gets to know each child. 

     Mrs. Martinez did not specifically mention the cell phone practice which seemed to 

enamor the other parents.  She did however speak of classroom experiences.  This mother 

of two cited the example of observing a teacher patiently working one-on-one with her 

child in math.   

     Focus group participants confirmed the cell phone practice, but also the dedication of 

the teachers evidenced by the amount of time they spent at school. 

Sometimes we‟ll come to the school at different times of the day, and we‟ll still 

see the teachers here, like late evening hours and they‟re all so willing to help out 

either the child or the parent out which is pretty neat . . . (Focus Group 

Participant) 

One focus group related that teachers even held study groups to review difficult concepts 

or to provide review for upcoming exams for students that wish to participate. 
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. . . they can go to your home, they can go to a public place, it‟s like a study 

group, they don‟t have to do it, but they just do it to encourage the kids especially 

when they‟re going to take their finals or their exams or whatever . . . 

     According to this group, the support exists even on an informal basis.  One participant 

noted that almost every parent knows every student.  During report card night, she 

recalled seeing the assistant principal walking back and forth in the halls asking to see 

report cards and giving individual praise or support as warranted.  Saturday tutoring, 

designed to provide extra assistance outside of the traditional school day, was another 

support service mentioned by one of the focus group participants. 

     A member of another focus group summed up the comments indicating support for 

students and parents rather succinctly. 

. . . it‟s just so amazing to me how we have so many wonderful hard-working 

people on this campus that really want the best not only for their own kids but for 

other people‟s kids as well, especially the teachers.               

Nature and Type of Extracurricular Activities (Electives) Offered by Charter School 

     Extracurricular activities at the Phoenix school are varied and dependent on 

availability of qualified instructors, but in actuality they more resemble co-curricular 

activities in a traditional school.  Students are dismissed from academic classes at 4:00 

PM and enjoy snack time until 4:15 PM.  From 4:15 until 5:00, they are required to stay 

after school for an extracurricular activity picked by the student.  Mrs. Smith mentioned 

that her children were involved in such activities as photography, the Future Farmers 

association, keyboarding, and flag football. 
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     Mrs. Clark mentioned that although the school labeled the activities as extracurricular, 

they were actually electives.  She added that students who were struggling were assigned 

to tutorials.  A negative of the program in her eyes is that students are taken out of the 

sports activities if he/she does not make the team and put into other activities, not 

necessarily of his/her choice.   

. . . (child) tried out for volleyball but didn‟t make it so that was a trauma in 

(child‟s) eyes . . . when (child) didn‟t make it, (child )was put into chess club 

which wasn‟t (child‟s) idea of fun. 

     Mrs. Rodriguez also mentioned the homework study among other activities such as 

soccer, football, and ping pong.  Mrs. Rangel‟s child was enrolled in sculpting and 

basketball as well as computers.  She related that if the class selected by the student was 

full, the teacher then selected the activity for the student.  According to her, everybody 

was required to participate.  Football, karate, dancing, theater, and drawing were among 

the activities listed by Mrs. Martinez. 

     A member of a focus group had a different slant on this part of the school day.  

. . . so if your child is gifted or just that level, they don‟t get tied up into the TAKS 

or worksheet issue, that comes later from 4 - 5 for tutoring . . . the ones that are 

not on task will be doing tutoring instead of electives. 

Emphasis on Homework with Relationship to Disciplinary Consequences 

     Homework is the cornerstone upon which the Phoenix school was built.  No excuses 

for not doing homework are accepted by the school.  In fact, the unique disciplinary 

practices employed by school administrators are centered on students who have not 



127 
 

completed homework assignments.  It is a controversial practice at Phoenix, with some 

parents supporting it (albeit grudgingly) and others who do not.     

     Mrs. Rodriguez recalled that the school director talked with her about the subject 

when she was considering enrollment.  According to her, he stated that he highly 

recommended that students do their work or they would not make it, as a lot is expected 

of the charter school students. 

     She also discussed homework in her response to what she would change in the school 

if she could.   

To reconsider these children, they‟re not adults yet . . . need nurturing . . . 

Don‟t expect them to be an adult . . . You know, . . . it‟s very stressful on them . . . 

All this homework, and Mom, I still have to study . . .  

Sometimes, they‟re still studying, and they‟re tired, and I have to give them 

medication for them to sleep.  So I‟m in this situation, like, and guess what, the 

teachers don‟t understand and they don‟t care.  

     Homework was also mentioned by Mrs. Rangel, with another viewpoint.   

I feel bad for the students who have parents with minimal education, and they‟re 

left to figure out their homework assignment on their own, and I worry about 

them. 

     Mrs. Martinez spoke of homework also, but only in that she preferred her children to 

have homework electives rather than more “fun” type activities. 

     Another aspect of homework was expressed by Mrs. Smith.  According to her, 

students were given a planner at the beginning of the school year.  All homework is to be 
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written down in the planner, and then parents are required to sign off on the homework 

when it is finished, or even when it was not.   

     Mrs. Clark also commented on this topic.  She felt students need to be held 

responsible for their own learning, and that part of this was doing homework.  She honed 

in on reading assignments as critical. 

. . . and I think a big part of that is the reading - that required reading, pleasure 

reading.  I mean when it‟s required, it‟s not necessarily pleasure.  And I think that 

not all homes can provide the structure, the environment, the consistency for 

doing, for having to be able to complete homework. 

     Most of the parents seemed to be happy with the homework expectations for students 

held by school staff members, but seemed hesitant about the consequences for not 

meeting expectations, especially if their child was affected.   

     The consequence most directly related to not meeting expectations is called 

“schooling” (actual name changed to preserve anonymity) at Phoenix.  The most 

common infraction which results in the consequence of  “schooling” is not doing 

homework.  Each night, parents are required to sign off on homework, completed or not.  

If a parent does not sign off, or if a student has not completed homework, he or she is 

required to stand all day, isolated from classmates, shirt worn inside out, and working on 

homework. 

     The Hispanic parents who took part in this research study had mixed feelings about 

the punishments in general, while the Anglo parents felt that consequences were needed, 

but lamented the psychological affects of  “schooling”. 
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     Mrs. Rodriguez felt fine about what she referred to as the “code of schooling”, but 

noted that she tried very much not to have her children “schooled”.  “And I want that 

discipline.  You go to school to learn and work.”  She recalled early on in her 

conversations with the school director that she was told that there was great discipline in 

the school, and that if students did not obey, they had to take off their shirts. 

     She laments that her children have been “schooled” before because of an incident that 

happened in a group where her child was sitting.  According to her, her child had nothing 

to do with the incident but was punished “only because of one person”, the whole group 

had to be “schooled‟”.  She went on to remark that it was fair if applied correctly, but 

when it was administered “because the teacher is upset with the whole class”, it is wrong.   

     Mrs. Rodriguez also recounted a time when one of her children was sick, and 

expressed concern that “I‟m going to get “schooled” if I don‟t get this and this . . .”  She 

recalls the child being very tense and telling her that “Mom, they‟re not going to forgive 

me for that.”        

     This parent also mentioned a consequence of writing multiple copies of individual 

sentences, either fifteen or twenty-five, with each one outlining “different consequences 

that can be held against you.” Ultimately, she feels that they (school administration) 

“emphasizes too much . . .a very disciplinary school.”  

     The matriarch of the Rangel family mentioned the school discipline as her second 

reason for having her child enrolled at this charter school.   

. . . rather than send a kid away for a few days or anything, they have just the way 

that the teachers speak to them it‟s kinder, the discipline, like they have sentences 
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that they have to write . . . the kid‟s always there in the classroom, and he/she just 

has to do homework.  

     She elaborated further on the writing sentences consequence for breaking the code of 

conduct.  The school issues a sheet of sentences, around 18 different sentences, each 

suited to a different occasion.  They are not short, like, “I will not talk.”  They are more 

like “I am a Phoenix Charter School student and as such, I will not be disrespectful to my 

fellow peers.” 

     Mrs. Rangel professed to liking “schooling”.  

I prefer that a child be “schooled” rather than to be sent to the principal‟s office or 

be taken out of class and the learning (educational) process to be stopped for that 

particular child . . . rather than sent to a different campus where they‟re going to 

meet a bunch of other bad kids.  

     She mentioned that her child had been “schooled” more than once at the beginning of 

the school year for not having homework or not sitting still in class.  The mother of one 

commented that her child slowly got used to the expectations, but still did not like 

“schooling”. 

     Mrs. Martinez talked about writing a pre-determined number of pre-specified 

sentences first.  She mentioned that it was a consequence given for talking too much or 

talking when you are not supposed to.  According to her, teachers just point and say, 

“Twenty-five sentences for talking.”  She talked about “schooling” in relation to undone 

homework.  She continued on to say that at times she liked it and sometimes she disliked 

it.  She seemed to approve of it as a consequence for not doing homework, noting that in 



131 
 

the cafeteria they sat by themselves in a corner and ate last.  She thought that this made 

students think about “straightening up and doing homework.”  Much like Mrs. Mrs. 

Rodriguez, she did not like it because it seemed to be assigned as a group consequence. 

     Each of the members of one of the focus groups, all Hispanics, supported the practice, 

even though their children had each been “schooled” at least one time.  One of them 

commented that “I think it just takes one time.  If they‟re really serious about their 

education, it will take them that one time.” 

     Another member of the group mentioned that as early as parent orientation, parents 

are told about how students are disciplined and that they are made very aware of the 

“schooling” system.   

Then, the following year when the child comes to school, the very first year the 

child is “schooled,” and they‟re . . . here, “why‟s my child turning his shirt 

backward?”  It upsets the parent more than the child.   

     This group expanded on the “schooling” consequence to say that when a “schooled” 

child came back to class, they have to wait to be seated, and they are asked by the 

teacher, “Why were you “schooled” today?”  The child has to respond, “because I forgot 

my homework, or I started a fight, or whatever.”  The group agreed that the punishment 

teaches children responsibility, it‟s not like “Oh, I forgot my homework, let me call my 

mom.” 

     The Anglo participants of this study were more outspoken in their dislike of the 

disciplinary method.  The Anglo member of one focus group had a unique suggestion for 
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upholding the “no excuses” philosophy of the school.  She recommended the 

implementation of a “misdemeanor vs. felony” consequence. 

. . . because it kind of makes me sad when we have like, for example, a child who 

. . . may have done all their homework, but didn‟t get their homework log signed 

because mom meant to get to it and forgot.  You know they get “schooled” just 

like the kid that didn‟t do any of their homework.  And that doesn‟t seem 

equitable to me, and I‟d like for there to be more of an emphasis on the positive…  

     She talked of her own child as an example.  This parent characterized her child as very 

creative, hard working and never needing a reminder to do homework.  The struggle for 

this child is getting the homework into the binder in an organized fashion, and then into 

the backpack for the trip to school.  The first time this child got “schooled” was 

traumatic, especially because the student came from a campus where he/she was a star, 

never got in trouble, had really good grades, and then was held responsible for simply 

being disorganized. 

     This focus group member related that all the child gained from the experience was a 

sense of failure.  For two or three months after the “schooling”, this child‟s parents had to 

redirect his/her feelings each day. 

. . . to understand that even though the message that (child) was getting at school 

was that you‟re not a good students if you do that, and I don‟t think it was an 

intentional kind of thing on the part of the teachers or administration, it‟s just 

that‟s the way (child) internalized it. 
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Both of the parents of this child were forced to work very hard to get their child to 

understand that not everyone is perfect, and that as long as you worked, the little lapses in 

memory could be forgiven.   

     Another difficulty encountered by this focus group was walking the line between 

being supportive and coddling.  After this experience, one parent made the observation 

that being a parent on this campus was not for the faint of heart.   

     Mrs. Smith had a similar experience with her children.  She recalled seeing the ads for 

the school and prominent posting of the school motto of, “No excuses.”  She wanted it on 

record that “schooling” was not her favorite part of the school.  Mrs. Smith further went 

on to say that it was her oldest child‟s least favorite part of the school even though (child) 

was the top ranking student in his/her grade.   

     Although she seemed surprised at first, this parent listed discipline as one of her top 

three reasons, for her children attending the school.  She explained that she meant that the 

reason one goes to school is to learn, not that offenders would be punished by the 

“schooling” consequence if you missed your homework one time.  Like the focus group 

member mentioned previously, Mrs. Smith felt that there should be room for special 

circumstances.  She continued on 

But I think that the biggest thing, it‟s not me necessarily, it‟s my kids, that they 

want to be in a class where the students are serious about learning and if, if there‟s 

kids in there that aren‟t serious about learning, they want them to be disciplined. 

     Mrs. Smith does think that “schooling” is effective for certain students, but does not 

think it applied to all.  
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I know of an instance where a (child), when (child) first attended this school, got 

“schooled” and (child) was very shy, good student, and (child) cried for a couple 

of days, and then the parents had to come and pick (child) up and take (child) 

away from the school because (child) was so traumatized by it.  So I don‟t know 

if you can have more than one form of discipline but I just don‟t think that it 

works well for the really, really, really high achievers. 

     As it turned out, the “schooling” rule bothered her oldest child so much that 

consideration was even given to moving to another school.  She commented that this 

child was constantly afraid every night that he/she would be “schooled” in the morning 

for forgetting something.  “Oh, I think I forgot to do that, I might be “schooled.”  It 

seemed to be constantly on his/her mind.  On the other hand, the younger member of the 

family seemed to take it more in stride, with an attitude of if it is going to happen, it is 

going to happen.  Mrs. Smith did say that she had to write notes for her children, for 

example, when the homework log was left in the classroom.  Some teachers accepted this 

alternative, but she had the feeling that not all would. 

     Mrs. Smith asked her child for the particulars of “schooling” for the purpose of this 

study. 

. . . some teachers are more accommodating than others and might let them bend 

over or something to write, and sometimes they just, I don‟t know, maybe they 

have their spiral and just write standing up.  And if they talk, they will get 

sentences, and if anybody in the class talks to them, those students will get 

sentences, and then they must complete the homework that they didn‟t from the 
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night before after school on what they call Wall Street, as well as that night‟s 

homework, so they are doing double homework.  And they do not get released 

until they are done, sometimes they stay until 7 or 8 at night because there‟s 

somebody there that‟s paid to be there . . .  

     Single mother Mrs. Clark began her discussion of “schooling” with talking about the 

home setting.  There was very, very limited television, which she believed encouraged 

her children to read more.  She feels her children worked harder, because they knew there 

were consequences at school and then at home for not getting homework done.   

     She described her youngest child as one who would “do a lot of work to get out of it 

where just doing the homework would have been so much quicker and easier.”  Mrs. 

Clark recalls that expectations at the school were clear from the onset.   

. . .if they didn‟t complete their homework or their schoolwork, like finish certain 

amounts of work, that there were consequences in place. 

Before even starting school, they knew what these were.  And it seems they were 

pretty consistent in assigning consequences. 

     She feels her children respond to the threat of “schooling”, and that her youngest has 

been “schooled” a couple of times.  Her child felt the experience was humiliating. 

Though it did get the message across, it also tore down (child‟s) self esteem, but made 

her not want to repeat the behavior. On reflection, she remarked that she thinks this 

consequence acts as an extrinsic motivator, though she did have reservations about it 

“being a way for students to internalize motivation.”  Mrs. Clark went on to say that she 

thought there were better ways to intrinsically motivate students.        
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Extended Field Trips (Field Lessons) 

     Field lessons, which have the appearance of extended field trips at Phoenix charter 

school, are multi-day field trips taken by the difference grade levels to places of 

educational interest.  At least one parent, Mrs. Rodriguez, felt that the field lessons were 

the most unique characteristic of the school.  Some of the locales visited included the 

state capitol, a professional baseball game, a dude ranch, Washington, D. C., San 

Francisco, California. 

     She recalls that the first year her children were enrolled in the school, there was no 

charge.  Because her children were on medication, and the school could not afford to take 

nurses, she refused to let her child attend unless she was also allowed to go along.  She 

paid for her own food, and supervised other children on the trip.  The second year, her 

oldest was not able to participate because of cost, and the fact that her husband was self-

employed.  She mentioned that there was a payment plan available, but no scholarships 

available. 

 . . . payments, you pay in payments.  You either pay up front or pay in payments. 

     The Anglo case study participants also mentioned the field experiences, but did not 

expand on them as much.  Mrs. Smith mentioned that they took the trip on chartered 

buses, and parents had to pay.  She was sure that if a student were unable to pay, the 

school had some kind of scholarship or something.  This mother of two also mentioned 

that students earned the privilege by having good grades and not being “schooled” too 

many times.  Mrs. Clark did not mention the concept. 
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     During one focus group, participants presented a different version of the costs incurred 

by parents for these field lessons.  They specifically mentioned the opportunity afforded 

low income families to see things they might never otherwise see.  If a family really 

cannot afford the trip, the school pays for it as long as the student earns it.  The child 

“earns” the chance to participate by not getting into trouble too many times and not 

missing more than ten days of school for the year.  Some students are tested on the trip 

when they return to campus by having to write an essay.  They considered it a “hands on” 

experience for things learned during the year.  In their estimation, about 75 - 80% of the 

students go on the trip their first year of enrollment, and after that the percentage 

increases as students find out what they missed. 

     At another focus group, the Anglo participant spoke of the behind the scenes work that 

went into planning the field experiences.  She felt like the students were not going to be 

able to appreciate the experience, and would instead concentrate on doing the “touristy” 

type of things.     

Because they had been very well-prepared.  And we impressed everywhere we 

went, behavior, with the kinds of questions that they asked, with the kinds of 

questions that they asked when we had tour guides. 

Universal High Expectations for Student Achievement 

     Universal high expectations, an anticipation for unqualified student success, is held by 

all members of the school staff.  These expectations for student achievement were the 

rule in all conversations conducted with the participants in this study.   
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     One of the Hispanic parents, Mrs. Rodriguez, felt that her children felt stressed 

because of the expectations.             

. . . they give you a lot of homework and they expect a lot from the students. 

She felt that her children were not as brilliant as others, and that sometimes at home, she 

had to repeat things more than once, something she felt teachers failed to do.  Mrs. 

Rodriguez was aware that the school was preparing students for college, but felt it was 

stressful for her children since they were on medication.   

     Mrs. Rangel expressed her perception of these high expectations in a different way.  

I see a big difference where the teacher will walk into the classroom, and the 

second she walks in or he walks in the kids are listening, the kids are interacting, 

and they can be lecturing . . . the teacher can be asking questions like “so and so, 

what happened in this year?” and all the kids are raising their hands . . . the kids 

are constantly participating and I see a world of, that alone is a major difference 

between public schools and charter schools. 

     As she shared her reasons for enolling her child at Phoenix, she responded, “I see a 

big difference in the learning (educational) process.”  She used her public school 

experience as a benchmark.  She commented that in the charter school, learning seemed 

to just be part of the routine, and that if one were to spend just one day sitting in a 

classroom, the difference would be obvious. 

     Mrs. Martinez also remarked on the expectations of the school, albeit in a low-key 

manner and in a more general way. 
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They‟re respectful, they know how to respect other people, things, and all that, 

and they behave.  They‟re real strict with them, follow rules, and that‟s what they 

need, kids now. 

At the end of the interview, she once more brought up expectations in her thoughts on the 

uniqueness of the school.  She mentioned how in a classroom, all a teacher had to do was 

raise his/her hand, and then everyone raised their hand - a signal that it was time to get 

quiet.  Finally, when evaluating the charter school utilizing the common school grading 

scale (A-F, with A being high), she mentioned expectations yet another time. 

. . . because like I said they teach them how to respect each other, discipline, and 

they‟re real strong on their students to study, to make sure the homeworks [sic] are 

done, and correct. 

     A focus group echoed these sentiments.  They spoke of the challenge in academics, 

the respect factor, and being more responsible.  In addition, they mentioned positive and 

negative consequences to actions.  Another group member mentioned the fact that just 

finishing high school was not enough, that going to college was the ultimate goal. 

And they put it in there at such an early age that by the time kids come . . . child‟s 

going to eighth grade . . . chosen a college.  (Child) even wrote to college and the 

college wrote back to (child) and gave (child) stuff, so (child‟s) all excited about 

this college. 

They brought up the academic challenge in discussing state accountability testing. 

And I think one of the differences too is they‟re not teaching the test during the 

class with worksheets, so if your child is gifted or just that level, they don‟t get 
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tied up into the TAKS (Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills) or worksheet 

issues . . . 

     A member of this group also shared that she talked about the expectations of the 

school with prospective parents and students.  She tells them that they will start thinking 

about college when they first enroll and then they will finish high school and not even 

think about that being the end of education.  There also is a practice of going to visit 

colleges, so they already have some kind of idea of what college is like.   

     A member of a focus group spoke from the experience of being a substitute teacher at 

Phoenix, and said,  “And they have a very high expectation on education and I really like 

that.”  Still another group participant commented that she was criticized for sending her 

child to Phoenix.   She was literally told that her kids were going to be guinea pigs 

because her child was a member of the first kinder class.   

. . . I didn‟t see it that way . . . I saw it that they really learned.  And they were 

doing things that they weren‟t in public school, like my kids had to do book 

reports in kinder. 

     The Anglo parent in the focus group also spoke of the rigorous academic curriculum.  

She noted that whenever there was a need to differentiate curriculum for any student, it 

was done.  She also used the adjective “positive” to describe the academic program. 

. . . the people on this campus really work hard to try to make sure that the kids 

have a very positive experience here on this campus. What I mean by positive is 

not necessarily happy, warm and fuzzy in terms of impacting of the child‟s culture 
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and being sure that they know that college is important and that‟s something that 

is school-wide.          

     Mrs. Smith initially was impressed with the fact that the curriculum did not consist of 

a ditto sheet with a standardized test name in the upper right hand corner.  She elaborated 

later in the interview and mentioned that she felt the curriculum was very well-rounded, 

full of enrichment activities.  Mrs. Smith also mentioned that students took the Stanford 

achievement test, which compared Phoenix students to the entire United States.  She also 

mentioned the curriculum as the most unique characteristic of the school. 

I think the long school day, and the attention to academic success because they 

liken that school day to Wall Street or being a successful person, and you‟re there 

. . . from 8 to 5, and to succeed, you‟ve got to be willing to do hard work. 

     Mrs. Clark, the other Anglo case study participant, also mentioned the high academic 

expectations as her first reason for having her two children enrolled at this school.   

I think that they push the students beyond what . . . I‟ve seen in public schools.  It 

shouldn‟t be beyond what the student is capable of but . . . that they are expected 

to do well, they are expected to do I would say much more homework than I‟ve 

seen them do before, before attending the charter school.  

She also framed high expectations around the selection of faculty in that the school 

administration seeks out teachers that “push the limit of student‟s learning.” 

Lack of Special Programs for Students with Special Needs 

     A related curricular theme emerged as the case studies progressed.  According to 

participants, specialized programs for students with different needs were actually lacking.   
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     One of Mrs. Rodriguez‟s major reasons for looking for educational alternatives related 

to the special needs of her children.  She mentioned several times that both her children 

took medicine for “focusing”.  She placed the blame on the educational system, “I could 

not control my child . . . (child) would come very hyper from school.”  Her discontent 

with the treatment of her child was not disguised.  In response to the question of what she 

would tell a prospective parent about the school, her answer left no doubt about her 

feelings.  

It‟s a good school, but if there‟s a disability in your child, don‟t expect that they 

will respect that, or nourish, or nurture that, or help your child out.  Don‟t expect 

that, unless, you know, someone that you know that is working in charter schools, 

that will help out.  Because it did not happen to me.  I cannot speak for others, 

maybe it will for them. 

     Later on in the interview, she spoke again of her concern in this area.  She mentioned 

that her children‟s previous school never sent the Section 504 paperwork to the new 

school.  Mrs. Rodriguez did bring her concern to a representative of the state education 

agency who was visiting the school, who told her that the matter needed to be discussed 

further.  Ultimately, the children were not served under Section 504 for the first year.   

     She stated that during her children‟s second year in the school, she was told by 

administration that there was no need for them to be served because “they don‟t have 

anything, you know, that they‟re having trouble.”  When she requested accommodations, 

she was told that those were reserved for special education students.   
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     In her second interview, Mrs. Rodriguez again addressed the topic of formal academic 

assistance for her children, mentioning that her children had been identified as Section 

504 students, but not in the charter school.  This mother of two claimed to have been told 

by the administration of the charter school that there was no need to sign the paperwork.   

     Mrs. Rangel did not seem to be quite sure about her child‟s classification as a special 

population student, but did recall a meeting with committee members to make a plan of 

action, “not because of learning wise” but with his asthma in public school.  She went on 

to say that the specifics of the plan were not in place at Phoenix, but that she had not 

asked for the implementation of the plan either. 

     She admitted that school officials did not know anything about her child‟s condition 

(asthma).  She had to give the asthma puffer to her child, who carried it in (child‟s) 

pocket.  She is more satisfied with this arrangement since it eliminates some of the red 

tape before the medication is administered.  When queried about whether or not the 

charter school had any rules in place regarding students carrying medication, she stated 

that she was unaware of any, but if there were any, it probably was not strictly enforced 

by the school. 

     Mrs. Martinez, was not aware if either of her two children had been identified as 

special population students in the public school.  She spoke only of difficulties they 

experienced in math, but could not recall if they ever received any special assistance. 

     Mrs. Smith reported that one of her children had been served under the umbrella of 

special education from Kindergarten through third grade for speech.  However, the child 

was exited from the service before entering Phoenix.   
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     Both children had been identified as gifted and talented, but even though the program 

does not exist at this school, she did not appear unhappy due to the level of instruction. 

. . . this school does not teach, you know pull out student for enrichment activities 

which their former school district did . . . They have very high expectations for all 

the students, and some of their teaching methods are, you know, follow very 

much in line with the gt (gifted and talented) kind of curriculum. 

     Mrs. Clark identified her youngest child as the recipient of special education services 

prior to enrollment at Phoenix for “gross motor skill coordination stuff [sic] wasn‟t on 

track developmentally.”  Eventually the child was exited from special education services 

but was diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder.   

     During another interview, she stated that her child had been identified as a special 

population student, but that she did not feel that the charter school felt it necessary “to 

identify that need or recognize it”, that they thought the child‟s needs were being met.   

. . . I felt like my needs as a parent to have them recognize that were not satisfied.  

I wasn‟t comfortable with them just telling me that (child‟s) needs were being 

met.  I wanted to know exactly what was being done to meet them . . . 

     She reiterated that her child had been identified at the age of three for gross motor 

skill development and at the end of first grade for ADHD.  She then mentioned that the 

child was no longer classified as a Special Education student, but had been moved to a 

Section 504 plan at the previous school.  In spite of her request, a Section 504 plan was 

not in place at Phoenix.  She concluded that “They did not seem to think it was necessary 

- which I think is probably not legal.” 
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     One of the focus groups related that the school was getting ready to set up a gifted and 

talented program.  Interestingly, they mentioned the minimal funding received for such 

programs, and the fact that the qualifying test was so difficult.  In essence, they 

proclaimed that if a child was identified as gt under the Phoenix standards, then they were 

truly gifted.  A member of the group mentioned that though her children did not qualify, 

she was aware of a special education program in the school.   

     Members of another focus group had had no experience with special populations, so 

could not relate to services offered by the school.  The Anglo member of the remaining 

focus group mentioned that there was no gifted and talented program when her family 

became members of the Phoenix school family.  She discussed the formation of the 

program with the administration, and mentioned that they were very receptive to the 

establishment of such a program.    

Basic Funding Difficulties 

     Like most other charter schools, funding for basic services such as a cafeteria, 

comprehensive transportation (door to door rather than to areas), and the provision of 

basic teacher supplies was a topic of conversation.  There seemed to be a feeling that 

charter schools were not public schools from four of the five case study participants, and 

that they were more like a private school of some type with no cost incurred for 

enrollment.  There was a sense of pride evident in several participants. 

     Mrs. Rodriguez talked about not knowing if charter schools were public schools so 

she called the state education agency for further information.  Mrs. Rangel spoke of being 

a substitute teacher in public schools.  Mrs. Martinez talked about students who did not 
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meet the expectation of Phoenix - they got warned, they got “schooled”, and then if 

grades were still low, or if they just did not want to be there, they get sent to public 

school.  Mrs. Smith had done some research on charter schools, though she also 

commented that a charter school is very similar to other private and public schools in that 

there was a hope that students would continue on to college.  She continued on with the 

observation that charter schools were started as a challenge to the public schools.  Mrs. 

Clark and those who participated in the focus groups made no comments about charter 

schools in relation to public schools.  

     Mrs. Rodriguez became quite animated on the topic of fundraising activities and 

contributions requested by the classroom teacher.  She even wondered if what she 

implied were incessant requests of this nature was preparing students for college.   

 That‟s another thing, I don‟t know why, but they expect the children to bring the  

supplies for it, anything they ask you too much money too, from the parents.  

That‟s what I have noticed, I don‟t know if that‟s right, or it‟s preparing them for 

college…  

She mentioned that students were required to provide tape, sodas, and hole punchers at 

the risk of being “schooled” for noncompliance.   

          . . . Momma, I need this tomorrow or else I‟m going to get “schooled”. 

          You should see the log, I have to write, “I‟m sorry that until tomorrow 

          I‟m going to be able to send you this.” I didn‟t like that. 

She went on to state that she felt the school was adequately funded, so she really had 

difficulty understanding why they asked for so many contributions from home.    
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     Mrs. Rangel was simple in her assessment, “They need more funds.”  As examples, 

she mentioned the lack of a football team, the lack of a cafeteria until halfway through 

the school year, and especially the bus system.  In her child‟s previous school, students 

were bused door to door, whereas at Phoenix, they were left at the end of the block.  She 

could not recall having to make any contributions to the classroom.   

     Mrs. Martinez agreed with her, using the fact that the school was once housed in a 

church, but now had its own buildings. 

     Mrs. Smith felt that “they have to scrape”, mentioning how often they wrote for 

grants, any kind of grants.   

. . . their facilities are not top notch, they‟re modular buildings.  And were it not for 

a grant,  . . .  they wouldn‟t have had a cafeteria. 

     Mrs. Clark admitted to not knowing much about the funding.  She felt they put a lot of 

effort into funding through grants.   

     Focus group participants seemed to have more insight into the funding inadequacies, 

noting that the school funding was one-third less than the public schools.  When asked if 

they could change anything, six of the group mentioned something related to funding, 

ranging from more buses to a change in the tax system allowing school taxes to be paid 

directly to the school attended by the children of the taxpayer.   

     One focus group member shared that due to lack of financial resources, many 

employees were willing to “pitch in and work outside what their actual job description 

may be.”  The Anglo member of this group recalled deliberately not sharing with her 

husband that the school was housed in portable buildings. 



148 
 

. . . when we drove up and he saw the school, he said, “What are we are doing 

here:  We‟re right next to a trailer park and all these portable buildings.  Well are 

they ever going to . . .?”  and that is a concern for a lot of parents, because they 

want to be able to come on this campus see impressive facilities.  

She countered with the statements that it‟s beyond the walls. . . “it‟s the teachers and the 

administration and the students that make a difference.” 

Ambient or Intangible Factors Leading Parents to Choose Charter Schools 

     The second research question sought to discern the ambient or intangible factors that 

caused parents to select a charter school for the education of their children.  Three factors 

were common throughout the interviews conducted with the participants.  They included 

the commonality of parental expectations for education through at least two generations, 

a search for educational alternatives, and a willingness to sacrifice convenience to enroll 

their children at a charter school. 

Commonality of the Parental Educational Expectations through at Least Two Generations 

     Interviews with the case study participants all revealed that the importance of 

education was a regular topic discussed with them by their families, and that in turn, they 

had similar conversations with their own children. 

     The three Hispanic parent case study participants in this study each mentioned at least 

some support within their immediate family unit for their personal educational journey.  

Mrs. Rodriguez spoke of her father as the driving force in obtaining a high school 

diploma even though she married at the age of fourteen and dropped out of school 

temporarily.   
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As far as I remember as a child, he would tell me education was very vital for 

your future . . . I went back to school and I graduated from school, and I thank 

God he took that with him when he died. 

     On the other hand, Mrs. Rangel did not feel that education was really stressed in her 

household, it was something you just did.  She does not recall that her parents were 

involved in her education, but if anyone, her brothers were there to assist her if she 

needed help, which was not very often.   

     Mrs. Martinez, a soft-spoken Hispanic with a vocational certificate as well as some 

higher education, recalled that she finished high school as quickly as she could.  She 

related that her mom encouraged her to obtain an education beyond high school.   

     Although the three had varying amounts of support, all indicated that they were active 

participants and communicated the importance of education to their children.   

But it‟s very important, I‟ve told them . . . I would not have worked in an office 

where I worked before if it wasn‟t for my education. (Mrs. Rodriguez) 

Mrs. Rodriguez communicates these expectations to her children by offering to help them 

with anything they need, and by using a computer. 

     Mrs. Rangel is attending a local university and feels that this modeling is one of the 

best ways to communicate the importance of education to her child.   

. . . I give (child) examples of my life and how I struggled because I didn‟t have 

an education and why I‟m working hard now to go to work and college and 

achieve that education that I didn‟t achieve sooner. 
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She states that education is continually a topic of conversation in their home, and that she 

takes her child to college with her when he/she has a day off so that he/she gets the feel 

of the classroom.  She also buys educational software of all types and stressed homework 

“extremely”. 

     Mrs. Martinez communicates her expectations as well, but on a lower key.  She lets 

her children know that she wants them to finish high school, and then continue on to 

college, using her own struggles as an example.   

. . . participate in their homework, make sure they‟re doing their homework, 

studying with them, and to make sure also work is done, that‟s about it.   

     Mrs. Smith, one of the two Anglo case study participants, indicated that she 

communicated the importance of education to her children in the same way it was 

communicated to her by her parents.   

Education was a stepping stone to having a successful future.  It was always 

emphasized that I would go to college, there was never any doubt.   

She feels she communicates this philosophy to her children by showing an interest in 

everything they do at school from being on a sports team to helping with the weekly 

spelling test.  There is also a heavy emphasis on reading in their home, mentioning that 

her children were at home reading the latest Harry Potter novel for the second time by 

reading over each other‟s shoulders. 

     The final case study participant, Mrs. Clark, an Anglo single parent, recalled that her 

parents were encouraging.   
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We were expected to do our best, get good grades.  We were expected to do our 

homework, Mom would get after us . . . 

 She speaks with her children often about the importance of education and its role in their 

futures, whether post high school or a career requiring a college degree.  She feels that 

she communicates this best through modeling, since she is also a college student.  

I also, each day when I ask them about school and homework, Hopefully they see 

that I believe it‟s important, because I‟m asking you about it. 

     Members of the three focus groups, all of whom were Hispanic, with the exception of 

one Anglo parent, spoke of high educational aspirations for their children.  College 

degrees were a common denominator, shared by parent and student alike.  Responses 

included the desire for good careers, being his/her own boss, being happy, reaching goals, 

and more succinctly, “being the next Bill Gates”.  (Focus Group Participant)  

Search for Educational Alternatives 

     Educational alternatives to public schools are the backbone to school choice.  They 

exist in many formats, one of which is the charter school.  Four of the five case study 

participants admitted seeking out educational alternatives for their children to the 

traditional public school.  The lone exception was Mrs. Martinez, whose oldest child was 

exposed to the charter school concept by a teacher. 

. . . my oldest child had a . . . homeroom teacher . . . they started doing a lot of 

charter school by themselves . . . And that‟s where (child)started that (child) 

wanted to go to charter school. 
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     The Smith family was looking for an educational alternative, although initially their 

search centered on private schools, even to the point of almost putting down the deposit 

at a private parochial school.  Their children were put on a wait list at that school, so they 

felt they had to keep searching.  Mrs. Smith recalls seeing an advertisement in the local 

newspaper for the Phoenix charter school.  

. . . the motto of the school was in the ad . . . And they don‟t take any 

excuse, if you don‟t have your homework with you, you will have 

consequences. 

The family was also influenced by a friend who was a teacher in the children‟s present 

school.  Mrs. Smith felt like the present school was not doing the job she wanted it to, 

and this was confirmed by the fact that the friend sent her own children away to school. 

. . . and then when I found out that she was sending her children there . . . that 

really just put me over the edge to know that things were not good at that school if 

the teacher was sending her kids away from it. 

     Mrs. Smith researched the charter school concept by reading the newspaper followed 

by educational journals.  She then attended an orientation at Phoenix and asked, 

What is the focus, what are you chartered to do?  Why do you exist?   

     Mrs. Rodriguez took another route to enrollment of her children at the charter school.  

She first heard about charter schools through a questionnaire sent to her by a member of 

the House of Representatives.  She called her local district to ask questions, and 

eventually the state education agency. 
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. . . and then because I had little problems, I wanted to know how this school 

works.  How did they handle, uh, you know, situations? 

     Although she was not specific on the definition of  “situations”, she did relate that in 

the school her children previously attended, one of her children was assigned to a 

classroom without a “real” teacher for an entire year.  

. . . the teacher. . . she had to leave on an emergency leave, to another country 

because of family, and they never had a . . . real teacher, until the following year. 

Finally, Mrs. Rodriguez indicated that her children were simply not happy at the previous 

school.  Her children‟s home district was building a brand new school, but this did not 

appear to be a viable alternative. 

And the area of that school was great, not that I‟m high class or nothing, but the 

ghettos and all those things which my children were not used to.   

     Mrs. Clark was looking for an alternative, but for a slightly different reason.  She and 

her children were moving to the area from out of state because she had accepted a 

teaching position in the area.  She went to an information meeting at the school before 

enrolling them and got an idea of specific school expectations. 

I was checking out different options for education and for different public schools 

in the area.   

She was not particularly looking for charter schools, because there was not too much 

information about them on the internet.  She made the choice for the Phoenix charter 

school because of an article in an alumni magazine, which spotlighted the work of its 

founder. 
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     Mrs. Rangel had given up looking for alternative alternatives, as she thought they 

were all private schools which she could not afford.  She was not aware that charter 

schools even existed.  She was told of the Phoenix school by a friend who said,  

. . . he told me about a charter school that I had to get my child into, and that it 

was very good, it was really helping the kids advance a lot. 

     She did look up the school on the Internet before enrolling her child, and found that 

the school was more college-oriented than for students at-risk.     

     The focus group participants indicated, without exception, that if this charter school 

was not available, they would seek private school options if affordable.  The Anglo 

member of the focus groups had come from a private school, while another member‟s 

first choice was to return to a school where the husband had worked. 

We put (child) in a public school money-wise, financial, but our first choice 

would have been, you know, private. 

Willingness to Sacrifice Convenience to Enroll Children at a Charter School 

     Most of the participants (parents and eventually students) in this study have been 

willing to sacrifice, giving up a convenience for eventually gaining something better, in 

the area of transportation.  The Smith family lives a two minute walk from their 

neighborhood school but with attendance at Phoenix, the two minute walk becomes a 

twenty minute ride each way.  This in itself is even a misnomer, because the mother takes 

them to school in the morning.  If they rode the school transportation, the ride would take 

one hour and fifteen minutes. 
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     The Clark children live only a mile from the school, but they are the first on.  By the 

time the bus makes all its stops to pick up other riders, the bus ride becomes forty 

minutes each way.   

     The Rangel student rode the bus one hour each way during the child‟s initial year at 

Phoenix.  For the second year, the mother moved to within five minutes of the school to 

eliminate the long bus ride. 

     The Martinez students have the longest ride of all, one and a half hours each way. 

Their home school is five minutes away from home. 

     The Rodriguez family eschews the school transportation and is transported to school 

by their mother.  Their ride to school is about ten minutes each way, while the ride to 

their home school would add another five to seven minutes each way.   

     The focus group participants did not speak of their own transportation circumstances, 

but mentioned that prospective parents from distant cities had inquired about enrollment. 

We‟ve had parents from . . . call us, but their kids would have to be on the bus at 4 

in the morning.  We still do have one parent from that area that actually brings 

their child.  (Focus Group Participant) 

Focus group participants also mentioned transportation in the sense of starting time for 

school.  

. . . back in December decided that classes should be able to start at 7:30 AM, so 

you know the buses were going to have to be picking up kids at 6 in the morning 

for them to be here by 7:30. . . they did come in earlier, but not as early.  (Focus 

Group Participant) 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Summary 

     The case study data was presented in Chapter 4, and Chapter 5 is a detailed analysis of 

the research findings.  There were several emerging themes identified through the case 

studies and focus groups, including several related to the differences between charter 

schools and public schools as perceived by charter school parents, and the ambient or 

intangible factors shared by the study participants.        

     The summary and conclusions of this data analysis are provided in Chapter 6.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

Summary, Conclusions, and Implications 

 

     The purpose of this study was to ascertain why parents chose charter schools as the 

educational setting for their children.  In this study, the reasons for the selection of this 

educational choice were identified by asking case study participants and focus groups to 

describe their perceptions of charter school as opposed to public schools and to describe 

the ambient or intangible reasons which contributed to the selection of a charter school.   

     The data presented in Chapter 5 was organized into themes related to the two main 

research questions:  1.) What were the differences between charter schools and traditional 

public schools as perceived by charter school parents?, and  2.) What were the ambient or 

intangible factors, as identified by parents, that led them to make the choice for charter 

schools? 

     Data rich case studies and focus groups consisting of parents with a child/children 

enrolled in charter schools were used as data collection protocols.   This researcher 

discovered 1.)  several differences perceived by parents between charter schools and 

traditional public schools, and 2.) three ambient or intangible factors as identified by 

parents that led them to make the choice for charter schools.  A summary of these 

findings and related research follows. 

Differences Perceived by Parents Between Charter Schools and Public Schools 

     Differences noted in this study included the areas of parental participation in the 

day to day activities of the school, 2.) the mandatory nature and type of extracurricular 

activities (termed electives by the school), 3.) extended field trips (termed field lessons 
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by the school, 4.) the lack of funding for basic necessities such as a cafeteria, 

comprehensive transportation, and teacher supplies, 5.) the unique support offered to 

school stakeholders by the faculty and staff, 6.) the emphasis on homework with its 

relationship to disciplinary consequences, 7.) the lack of special populations programs 

such as special education and Section 504, and 8.) universal high expectations for student 

achievement. 

     Parental Participation.  Overall, participants self-reported more participation at the 

Phoenix Charter School than at their previous schools. Parent participants attributed their 

increased participation to various factors, but all mentioned the inviting atmosphere of 

the school.  Descriptions of the inviting atmosphere included fulfilling the role of being a 

parent, the family orientation of the school, invitations from the school to participate, the 

warm feelings and welcome atmosphere exuded by school personnel, and the open door 

policy practiced by the school staff.  This finding is congruent with previous research.  

For instance, previous research by Paulu (1995) noted that parents who take advantage of 

the choice option demonstrate increased satisfaction and involvement in the school of 

choice, often in dramatic contrast to their support of the previous school.  This study 

finding also relates to research conducted by Deal and Peterson (1999), which cited the 

research findings of Claire Smrekar in northern California‟s inner-city schools.  It was 

noted that in contrast to the common stereotypes held by school administrators and 

faculty (parent apathy and laziness when it came to their children‟s education), parents 

valued education, wanted to assist their children with their school work and school 

activities in some fashion, and wanted to be made to feel comfortable at school activities. 
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     Electives and Field Lessons.  This study finding related to an after school curriculum 

of sorts called “electives” offered by this charter school.  Offerings are varied, and 

dependent on the availability of qualified instructors.  In actuality, most of the offerings 

(photography, keyboarding, flag football, ping pong, sculpting, theater, etc.) would 

resemble co-curricular or extracurricular activities in a traditional public school.  The 

activities are held after school for forty-five minutes, but students are required to 

participate in the activity of their choice, pending room, and eligibility (all academic 

work up to date).    

     Closely related to these “electives” is what this school terms field lessons.  In essence 

the field lessons are extended field trips which serve as culminating activities and 

extensions to the curriculum.  They are multi-day in length and appropriate to the grade 

level.  Some of the locales visited included the state capital, a professional baseball game, 

a dude ranch, Washington, D. C., and San Francisco, California. 

     Urbansky (1989) and later Wartgow (2008) addressed the “elective” curriculum in 

their research on differentiation.  Other researchers have defined differentiation as 

“different pathways to learning” (Forsten, Grant, & Hollas, 2002, p. vii).  The essence of 

their research was that there should be a balance between differentiation (cultural and 

intellectual) and homogeneity, that the assembly line approach whereby teachers are 

required to teach as if on an assembly line (the same curriculum by the same methods to 

standard students) is no longer appropriate in our complex society.  

     Basic School Funding.  Another finding was related to funding.  There was a 

prevailing feeling, even a sense of pride, amongst the participants to the effect that 
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charter schools were more like a private school of some type with no cost incurred for 

enrollment.  This perception is congruent with a recent survey as reported in the Phi Delta 

Kappa/Gallup Poll (as cited in News Leader, October 2009).  The researchers reported 

that just over half (51%) of the respondents believe that a charter school is not a public 

school, with 4% going on record as not knowing. 

     Even though parents in this study did not perceive of a charter school as being a public 

school, they seemed to feel that the funding of basic necessities should be like that of a 

public school.  Funding concerns came to light when participants spoke of being required 

to provide basic necessities, such as tape and hole punchers for teachers.  However, the 

concerns noted by parents regarding the scarcity of funding for seemingly basic 

necessities such as teacher supplies did not seem to be a major problem.  Most parents 

were concerned with major funding issues, such as inadequate transportation, the lack of 

a cafeteria during the early stages of the school‟s development, and the modular buildings 

housing the school.  The pressure felt by the parents seems to have been alleviated by the 

hiring of a full-time grant writer and the receipt of grants which allowed, among other 

things, for the construction of the cafeteria and the library.  It should also be noted that 

the school is fairly young, is expanding rapidly, and has suffered the well-documented 

status quo (inadequate startup funding) of the charter school movement in this state. 

     The findings of Godwin and Kemerer (2002) indicate that charters schools face a 

decided disadvantage in the financial support they receive from state and local 

governments.  In some states, charter schools receive funds only from the state, and none 

from the local school district.  Additionally, most states prohibit charter schools from 
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financing capital expenses by issuing bonds.  In essence, in addition to difficulties charter 

schools may experience in even starting, they often begin with inferior facilities. 

     Peterson (2006) wrote of charter school founders who brought their dreams to reality 

by mortgaging their homes and charging start-up costs to personal credit cards.  Parent 

involvement did increase to new levels, but it came in the form of  “parents driving buses, 

cleaning bathrooms, and mastering the intricacies of the state financial reporting 

requirements.” (p. 150).  Funding inequities between charter schools and other public 

schools were labeled by Betts and Loveless (2005) as an “actively made political 

decision.” (p. 6) 

     On the other hand, the present study findings revealed additional charter school 

differences not noted in previous research. These included 1.) the unique support offered 

to school stakeholders by the faculty and staff,  2.) the emphasis on homework with its 

relationship to disciplinary consequences, and 3.) the lack of special populations 

programs such as special education and Section 504, and 4.) universal high expectations 

for student achievement.  

     Support Offered to Stakeholders.  Another major difference discovered was the 

unequivocal support offered by the faculty staff of the school.  The supportive 

atmosphere evidenced itself as early as the orientation to the school offered to all 

prospective parents.  Most amazing to these parents was that school stakeholders (parents 

and students) were given the cell phone numbers of teachers and were encouraged to call 

with questions or for clarifications.  According to one parent, there is even a mandatory 

phone call drill which is designed to ensure that students are knowledgeable about the use 
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of the phones to make these calls.  Academic support also appears in the form of weekly 

paychecks, a type of communication consisting of a collection of points awarded for 

homework completion, going the extra mile, etc.  A homework log is also kept, requiring 

parent signature upon completion of assigned homework.  Tutorials are held after school 

and are mandatory for students who are behind in their work.  In addition, some teachers 

hold study sessions at a nearby fast food restaurant or in student homes.  Saturday 

tutorials occur very often. 

     Homework with Related Disciplinary Consequences.  In sharp contrast to traditional 

public schools, in the opinion of the participants of this study, homework, and several 

hours of it each night, appears to be the cornerstone upon which this charter school was 

built.  The school philosophy, and possibly its motto, centers around not offering excuses 

for lack of academic progress, i. e., not doing homework.  In fact, the vast majority of the 

disciplinary actions cited by the participants evolved as a consequence for not completing 

homework.   

     The disciplinary consequences, hereafter known as “schooling” to protect the identity 

of the school, are as unique as they are a point of contention for the parents.  Students 

who do not complete assignments are isolated from their peers for the entire day, made to 

wear their shirts inside out, and forced to stand while completing the missing work.  To 

be admitted back into their assigned classes, they are required to make a full disclosure to 

their classmates, revealing the transgression that caused them to be disciplined. 

     On one hand, parents are pleased that their students are held accountable for their 

actions, but they question the appropriateness of the disciplinary consequences, citing 
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stress, the psychological impact, its misapplication (group punishment for the actions of a 

few), the sense of failure felt by students, and humiliation.  

     Lack of Special Population Programs.  This study discovered that services offered for 

special population students were not in place.  For instance, services such as special 

education, gifted and talented education, Section 504 modifications, and English as a 

Second Language (ESL) support were not available at the charter school of this study.        

     It is important to note that charter schools are not exempt from offering these support 

services to students, however, variations exist due to the essence of the charter under 

whic many of these schools operate.  As stated in the research of Walberg (2007), some 

schools focus on at-risk or gifted students, pregnant teens, or even around a particular 

educational philosophy, while others are more diverse in their populations.  

     Universal High Expectations for Student Achievement.  This study found that high 

expectations for all students seems to be the norm rather than the exception in all parent 

communications.  Though there is much in the literature on the theories of the impact of 

high expectations for students (Crawford, 2004; Guskey & Bailey, 2001; Marzano, 

2007), there is a dearth of research on how high expectations are translated into practice.  

In this study, participants mentioned preparation for college, differences in academic 

routines, respect for each other and self, discipline, academic challenge and rigor, well-

rounded curriculum, enrichment activities, and “pushing the limit of student learning” as 

descriptors for the school‟s high expectations of students.  Several anecdotes of 

traditional public school practices were related by these parents, including teaching 
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exclusively to the state accountability test, being satisfied with simply graduating from 

high school, and lack of respect for authority and each other.  

Ambient or Intangible Factors Leading Parents to Choose Charter Schools 

     There were three distinct factors identified as the ambient or intangible factors leading 

parents to make the choice for charter schools:  1.) the commonality of parental 

educational expectations through at least two generations, 2.) a search for educational 

alternatives, and 3.) a willingness to sacrifice convenience to enroll at a charter school.  

These factors were supported in total by existing research. 

     Parental Educational Expectations.  Educational expectations were a common 

denominator found in all participants of this study.  All mentioned at least some support 

within their own immediate family unit for their own personal educational journeys.  In 

turn, they each in some way communicated these expectations to their children.   

     While considering the attributes of the commonality of experiences, previous research 

by Postman (1995) takes a philosophical stand and suggests that sameness is the enemy 

of excellence, arguing that when there are few or no differences, it is impossible to 

develop robust standards of excellence.  At first glance, this belief would seem not to 

support the findings of this study in regards to the positive impact of commonality of 

support in educational pursuits.  What makes his research support the finding is the 

reading of his thoughts in their entirety.  He theorizes that genuine accessibility (even if 

were existent) to an education does not make very different people the same, because the 

ways in which people travel their journeys to the same end is different. 
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     Similarly, the Walberg (2007) findings also support the role of positive parent 

expectations in the pursuit of education.  This research outlined the role of tradition and 

law as dictating the right of parents to make choices inherent to the schooling of their 

children.  It was noted however, that there is not one single, objective criterion for 

determining the best choice.  This in itself supported the findings of this study, as there 

were many factors that played into the choice for this particular school, not the least of 

which was the fact that children also played a significant role in their matriculation into 

this school. 

     Searching for Educational Alternatives.  The finding related to the search for 

educational alternatives was perhaps well supported by existing research.  Bastian put it 

simply, theorizing that when choice is available to students and parents, they choose the 

school which best suits their needs (1995).  In another study, (Walford 2006), the 

research characterized contemporary choice as parents choosing between various state-

maintained schools in their vicinity.  Ideally, part of the process involves making choices 

about facilities, academic success, discipline, and distance to be traveled. 

     The research on educational alternatives conducted by Levin (1990) emphasized the 

great need of educational stakeholders for choice in education.  He spoke of there being 

no consensus on a precise definition for school choice, but that all definitions shared a 

common element, that being that in the United State‟s system of education, greater choice 

is desired.   

     According to the Walberg study of 2007, stakeholders base their selection of schools 

on the elements present in the school of choice.  The study described many types of 
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alternative schools, or schools of choice, with charter schools being an example.  They 

are government-funded and supervised, but managed by private boards.  Their focus 

ranges from at-risk to gifted students, pregnant teens, different educational philosophies, 

while others are more diverse in their populations. 

     A more comprehensive theory of the underpinnings for school choice has been posted 

by Henig (1994; Levin 1990; Walberg, 2007).  All applied the market metaphor in 

education to mean that schools can provide services and goods in much the same way as 

other services and goods, such as used cars or good haircuts, are provided.  Consumers 

can thus compare both prices and quality and make informed decisions.  Ultimately, if a 

person is charged too much, or received shoddy goods or services, he/she is free to look 

elsewhere.  If nothing else is available, someone soon seizes the opportunity to capture 

the unhappy patrons.  Unsatisfactory vendors do not last long in this competitive 

environment because customers abandon them for vendors offering better and more 

reliable products, such as schools of choice. 

     Willingness to Sacrifice.  The finding related to the willingness to sacrifice 

convenience is noted throughout the interviews.  For the purpose of this study, sacrifice is 

defined as “the giving up of a valued thing for the sake of another that is more important 

or more worthy.” (Ehrlich, Flexner, Carruth, & Hawkins, 1980, p. 798).  The research of 

Walford (2006) found that contemporary choice is characterized by parents choosing 

between various state-maintained schools in their vicinity.  Ideally, part of the process is 

that they make judgments, even at the cost of convenience, about school characteristics 

such as facilities, academic success, discipline, and distance to be traveled. 
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Conclusions 

     The review of the choice literature suggests that there is not a succinct definition for 

choice, and that there are many types of institutions which offer choice in education.  The 

charter school is such an institution.  It is a term used to indicate schools that are started, 

usually by “teams of people starting from scratch in the design of new schools” (Hassel, 

1999, pp.4-5).  However, it has specific characteristics that distinguish it from other 

schools, including public schools.  The Phoenix charter school is no exception to this 

definition, as evidenced by the findings of this study.   

     Based on the findings of this study, the following conclusions or propositions can be 

made. Throughout this study, it is evident that parents have made the choice for charter 

schools because they are education driven, thus confirming a portion of the theoretical 

framework of this study (Raywid, 1992; Zimmer, 2006).  Each spoke of choice being 

driven by either education, governance, economics, or policy. 

     The differentiating attributes of the Phoenix charter school which was the focus of this 

study include 1.) an increase in the parental participation in the day to day activities of 

the school, 2.) the mandatory nature and type of extracurricular activities (termed 

electives by the school), 3.) extended field trips (termed field lessons by the school), 4.) 

the lack of funding for basic necessities such as a cafeteria, comprehensive transportation, 

and teacher supplies, 5.) the unique support offered to school stakeholders by the faculty 

and staff, 6.) the emphasis on homework with its relationship to disciplinary 

consequences, 7.) the lack of special populations programs such as special education and 

Section 504, and 8.) universal high expectations for student achievement. 
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    The differences discovered in this study were not in the core curricular areas or the 

delivery of instruction.  Nor were they in the basic services needed for the functioning of 

an educational institution.  Instead, the differences for the most part were more 

innovative and in some cases, more philosophical in nature than what would be typically 

found in a public school. 

     Parent decisions to enroll their children at the Phoenix charter schools were influenced 

by the common educational expectations held by the parents which were passed down to  

them from their parents, and expectations communicated to their own children, the search 

for an educational alternative due to dissatisfaction with the previous educational 

experiences of their children, and the willingness to sacrifice in some fashion, usually in 

the area of transportation, to attend this school. 

Implications for Practice 

     Based on the findings of this study, practitioners in both charter and public schools 

should heed the differences perceived by parents between charter and public schools.  

This is especially in light of the fact that parents are dissatisfied with the public schools 

for some reason, or they would not be searching for educational alternatives.   

     Creating an environment that fosters parental participation is a key component, simply 

because it allows the practitioner to know his/her stakeholders and the philosophical 

beliefs that led the family to make educational choices.  Reinforcing the philosophical 

beliefs through school practices should then be a given.  The innovative practices found 

in this research, such as the support offered to school stakeholders by the faculty and 

staff, the mandatory nature and type of co-curricular and extracurricular activities, and 
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the emphasis on homework with its relationship to disciplinary consequences, could be 

considered.  They have been field-tested, but practitioners should continue to think 

outside the book to meet the needs of their particular student population.   

     Creating universal high expectations for all students should be a benchmark in all 

schools.  However, it is not enough to have high expectations, as school practices should 

provide differentiation and services to the gamut of special population students from 

special education to gifted and talent education. 

Implications for Further Research 

     The main focus of this study was on one charter school in one region of the United 

States. Invited participants included all family members; however, only the mothers of 

students attending this charter school actually responded.  As such, the voices of fathers, 

students, and other family members were not heard.  Also, by the design of the study, 

teachers, administrators, counselors, and other school support staff were not invited to 

participate.  Further more, data related to student achievement was not included.   

     Therefore, additional research is needed to expand the knowledge of why there has 

been an increase of parents and students making the choice for charter schools.  Future 

researchers may provide this information by including other charter schools in other areas 

of the nation, and identifying the perceptions of additional charter school stakeholders 

such as other family members, school staff, and students themselves.       
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PERSONAL REFLECTION 

     I identify myself as a lifelong learner, both formally and informally.  I have been 

fortunate enough to have been the beneficiary of positive educational experiences from 

early childhood to graduate school. I have known from my early teens that I wanted to be 

a teacher, and later a “teacher of teachers” as both a private and a public school 

administrator.  As such, education has always been my vocation as well as my avocation. 

     So I study education. And I have decided that even though we have been practicing 

school choice for many years, ideally defined as families “choosing” the educational 

venue best suited to their needs, and unrestrained by cost or neighborhood or an 

admissions lottery, the concept is still a figment of our collective imaginations.  The 

country that has sent men and women into the heavens, the country on the verge of 

breakthrough medical advances, the country that is the greatest democracy the world has 

ever known – has not found the answer for our future generations.  We continue utilizing 

our archaic “one size fits all” assembly line curriculum, we believe that remediation looks 

like “saying it louder and slower”, and we sell candy and gift wrap to supplement our 

school finances for library books and computers.    

     Regrettably and obviously, my educational experience has not been the norm for 

many.  If it was, we would not have compulsory attendance laws, nor would we be 

continually looking for ways to manipulate our abysmal dropout rate.  The cycle of 

poverty would not be perpetuated throughout generations of families.  There would be no 

need for formalized interventions for children who were not succeeding in school.  

School choice would not be a political liability or even a dissertation topic.  If we really 
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embraced the idea, and learned from our successful schools of choice, then even the 

American dream would become a “choice”.  
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APPENDIX A 

CASE STUDY QUESTIONS #1 

FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS 

1. As a child, what is your memory of the role education played in your home? 

2. As a parent, what is the role of education that you communicate to your children? 

3. How (in what ways) do you communicate these expectations to your children? 

4. If your children were asked to explain the role of education in their lives, what do 

you think each would say? 

5. Describe the educational experiences of each of your children to date (formal and 

informal). 

6. What is a charter school?  How does it differ from other public or private school? 

7. Previous to your children‟s enrollment in charter schools, what did you know 

about them? 

8. How did you find out about charter schools?  Describe your inquiry, if any, into 

the charter school concept. 

9. Describe any parent orientation/open house/interview/literature sponsored by this 

charter school which you attended or received. 

10. What role did the parents/children of your friends play in your decision to attend 

this charter school? 

11. How long is the bus ride from your home to this charter school? 

12. What, if anything, has made a difference in your participation in school activities? 

13. Before you heard about this charter school through ----, were you searching for 

educational alternatives? 

14. What is your memory of the information you received from ---? 

15. What (to your knowledge) qualifications do the teachers have in this school? 

16. What extracurricular activities are offered in this school? 

17. What would you tell a prospective parent about this school? 

18. Will your child/children be returning to this school? 

19. What one thing (or more) found in this school would you wish to see 

implemented in other schools? 

20. What one thing would you change if you could? 

21. What is the most unique characteristic of this school? 

22. Is there anything else you‟d like to add about your choice for a charter school that 

I haven‟t asked you about?  
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APPENDIX B 

CASE STUDY QUESTIONS #2 

FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS 

1.  If I asked you to give a grade to the charter school, A – F; A, B, C, D, & F; with 

A as the highest, what grade would you give it and why? 

2. Students with different learning needs are often called special populations in 

traditional public schools.  They include special education students, limited 

English proficient students, gifted and talented students, etc.  Has your child evern 

been identified as a special population student? 

3. What were your child‟s grades before they came to this charter school? 

4. Writing sentences has been listed as a disciplinary measure.  Describe an instance, 

if you can, when this might be used as a consequence. 

5. “Schooling” is listed as a consequence for violating the code of conduct.  Tell me 

how you feel about “schooling”. 

6. Do you feel like your voice is heard at this charter school?  In other words, if you 

have a concern, or a question, or anything, do they listen to you? 

7. Do you feel like this charter school is adequately funded?  In other words, do they 

have enough money? 

8. How long have you lived in this area of the United States? 

9. When you enrolled your children in this charter school, do you remember signing 

a contract or an agreement concerning your participation in your child‟s 

education? 

10. What is your perception of the social opportunities for your child? 

11. Do you feel that all children are given equal opportunities regardless of economic 

background? 

12. Is there anything else you would like to say about your experience in this charter 

school? 
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