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ABSTRACT 

In the mid-nineteenth century, with the influx of European immigrants into the cities, public 

schools became the answer to the poverty and ignorance of the urban masses.  Then, in the late 

nineteenth century and early twentieth century, urban public schools were again called on to 

educate the many African-Americans who migrated to the cities from poor Southern states.  

Again, the idea of mass education of the public, funded by the public, became the panacea for all 

the problems of city living.  The civil rights movement brought a flood of litigation, and courts 

attempted to provide equal educational opportunities to all students, even those in poor urban 

localities.  Currently, urban public schools face the flight of middle-income families from the 

cities to the suburbs, within-district flight of more affluent families to private and parochial 

schools, and diminishing funds with which they must serve their populations.  This study   

explored the factors that would influence middle-income families to return or remain in urban 

public schools to restore the original concept of a public education for all by all (Hunter & 

Donahoo, 2003). 
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CHAPTER ONE:  CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 

 According to The Urban Indicator, a publication of the Council of Great City Schools, 

("Ten Year Trends in Urban Education: 1987-1997," 2000), 12 out of 57 member-schools had 

greater than 60% of their students qualify for free or reduced lunch in the 1990-1991 school year.  

By the 1997-1998 school year, the number of schools with over 60% free or reduced lunch 

increased to 22 of the 57.  In total, students who were eligible for free or reduced lunch 

composed 73.3 % of the enrollment of the Great City Schools. In 2005-2006, urban public 

schools were the only schools where a majority of the students were from low-income families 

(Frankenberg, 2009).  Urban school districts across the country are reporting middle-class flight 

to private schools (Carr, 2006). Middle-income families bring with them political influence and 

activism, high levels of parental school involvement, and high priorities on school achievement.  

They also bring diversity to urban public schools.  Currently, urban public schools are 

experiencing decreases in enrollment in general, and middle-class flight to suburban and private 

schools, depleting the schools of middle-income, White students (Carr, 2006).  If this trend 

continues, urban public school districts across the nation will need to work at recruiting and 

retaining middle-income families to their schools, if they wish to maintain a balanced population 

that reflects the demographics of the city in which they are located.  This research, Variables that 

Attract and Retain Middle-Income Families to Urban Public Schools, examined the factors that 

would attract and retain these families and what school administrators can do to make this a 

reality.    
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Statement of the Problem 

   In 2003, 54.6% of urban public school parents reported having the opportunity to send 

their children to a school other than their assigned public school, 40% of those parents chose 

another school (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2003).  According to a Gallup poll, 

59% of public school parents would send their children to private schools if given vouchers 

covering the full tuition ("Private Schooling," 2004).   Those who leave urban public schools are, 

generally, White middle-class families with options.  From 1991 to 1998, the percentage of 

Whites enrolled in the Great City Schools decreased by 15.3% ("Ten Year Trends in Urban 

Education: 1987-1997," 2000). Currently, on average, suburban public schools have 35% more 

White students than urban public schools (Frankenberg, 2009).  Those who stay in urban schools 

are, generally, poor ethnic-minority families who, because of financial constraints, do not have 

an option to move to another school.  In the 2001-2002 school year, 62.5% of the nation‟s urban 

school students were Black or Hispanic, with New York City Schools being 80% Black or 

Hispanic, and Washington, D.C. schools, 86.6%.  The percentage of students in New York City 

Schools who were eligible for free and reduced lunch was 69.6%, and in D.C. it was 60.8% 

(NCES, 2004). In 2011, 71% of the seven million students in schools who are members of the 

Council of Great City Schools are Black or Hispanic; while 20% is White (Retrieved February 

20, 2011, from http://www.cgcs.org/about/fact_sheet.aspx).  From 1988 through 2008, the 

number of White students in U.S. public schools in general decreased from 28.0 to 26.7 million 

changing their portion of enrollment from 68 to 55% (Aud et al., 2010).   In comparison to an 

enrollment decrease of Whites, enrollments of Black and Hispanic students in inner cities 

increased  nearly 30% from 1987 to 2003 (Zhang, 2008).  From 1988 to 2008, the total number 

of Black Students in all U.S. Public Schools increased from 6.8 million to 7.5 million.  During 
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this same period, the number of Hispanic students increased from 4.5 million to 10.4 million 

(Aud et al., 2010).   

Current research shows that the composition of students in schools is related to students‟ 

academic and non-academic outcomes, therefore the demographic context of urban schools is of 

noted importance (Frankenberg, 2009).  In a report entitled, Why it Matters Who Your 

Classmates Are: A National Perspective, Richard Kahlenberg, senior fellow at the Century 

Foundation, discusses the importance of a school‟s demographic make-up to its ability to 

produce high academic achievement.  He states that in order to improve, schools must have 

fewer than 40% of their populations living in poverty because the numerical majority sets the 

tone of the school (Kahlenberg, 2010).  The loss of middle-income families from urban public 

schools depletes the cities of their income and influence and leaves those cities economically 

impoverished and with little political influence (Hunter & Donahoo, 2003).  

  Historically, middle-income families are better educated, more affluent, and send their 

children to school ready to learn.  They also serve as avid supporters of and volunteers in the 

schools (Carr, 2006). These families bring with them political clout, financial support, and high 

achieving students.  Another benefit of attracting and retaining the middle class to urban public 

schools is diversity.  Attending schools with diverse populations better prepares students to 

succeed in a diverse society as adults.  Some of the most recent research shows that White 

students who attend racially diverse schools are more likely to be comfortable as adults working 

and living across racial lines and tend to be more involved citizens than those attending 

homogeneous White schools (Frankenberg, 2009).  Research also suggests that low-income and 

ethnic-minority students benefit from diverse school settings with improved achievement, 

reduced drop-out rates, improved critical thinking skills, and an ability to understand opinions 



 

 4 

contrary to their own (Private Schools, A Brief Portrait, 2002).  For both groups, there is less 

racial stereotyping and more interracial friendships (Frankenberg, 2009).  To that end, public 

schools must attempt to attract and retain middle-income families in the system.   

 Many middle-income families choose private schools over public.  In 2009, 6,040,000 

children in the United States, 11% of all U.S. students, attended private schools (Aud et al., 

2010).  Reasons cited have been the rigidity and narrow scope of the public school curriculum 

due to standardized testing, the reluctance of parents to place their children in a public middle 

school, and most often, their intolerance of disruptive behavior from other students (Larchmont 

School parents, personal communication, July, 2005-September, 2010).  In a survey conducted 

by Public Agenda, a research organization based in New York City, 55% of parents whose 

children attend public schools say that, if given a choice and the financial wherewithal, they 

would place their children in private schools (On thin ice, 1999).  The survey polled 1,200 

individuals who had private schools in their areas.  They were asked, “In your local area, is it the 

public schools or the private schools that…?”  Fifty-two percent said private schools generally 

provided a better education as opposed to 19% who thought public schools did.  Fifty-three 

percent thought that private schools did a better job of teaching academic skills, while only 20% 

thought public schools were better in this area.  The largest gap was in the area of maintaining 

discipline and order. Seventy-four percent of the population surveyed said that private schools 

did a better job, while only 7% felt the public schools were better at maintaining discipline and 

order.  Private schools today serve a disproportionate number of White students compared to the 

national population.  In 2003, 76% of the nation‟s private school student body was White 

(NCES, 2006).   
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As middle-income families continue to flee to private and suburban schools, urban public 

schools must work to make their schools more attractive to this segment of the population if they 

wish to maintain a diverse student population (Carr, 2006). Public schools educating only a 

segment of the population are a reality that is far from the vision of public education promoted 

by Thomas Jefferson, which was a shared ownership in the education of all by all.  In 1779, 

Jefferson wrote in his Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge, “If a nation expects to 

be ignorant and free, in a state of civilization, it expects what never was and never will be.”  He 

went on to write, “It is better that all should be educated at the common expense of all, than that 

the happiness of all should be confided to the weak or wicked”  (Wagoner, 1976, p.26). 

 

Historical Perspective 

Education in the United States can be traced to seventeenth century Massachusetts.  The 

Latin School in Boston dates back to 1635, and the passing of the Education Laws of 1642, 1647, 

and 1648 marked the beginnings of state involvement in education (Cubberley, 1920).  The 

colonists who settled in Massachusetts were highly educated in Europe and valued literacy.  

They were also deeply religious and thought that the ability to read would counteract the devil‟s 

attempts to keep them from reading the scriptures.  Hence, they enacted the Old Deluder Satan 

Act of 1647 requiring towns to open and operate schools (Ebeling, 1999).  In cities in the early 

nineteenth century, charity schools were started for children of the poor.  These, along with the 

African Free School started by the Manumission Society in the 1780s, were the earliest publicly 

supported schools in the United States (Rury, 2002).  Although these schools were the 

beginnings of a public school system, the educational system in the United States was primarily 

private until the mid-nineteenth century when reformers like Horace Mann introduced the idea of 
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public education.  The second quarter of the nineteenth century was marked by national debate 

regarding the establishment of free state-supported schools (Cubberley, 1920).  Between 1820 

and 1860, populations of urban areas grew at a faster rate than any other period in American 

history and village schools began their transformation to urban public schools (Tyack, 1974).     

By 1870, every state provided White-only free elementary education, and public high schools 

followed by the start of the twentieth century.  These schools were primarily urban, and several 

individuals, including John D. Philbrick and Horace Mann, worked to develop a plan to provide 

superior urban education (Tyack, 1974).  Schools remained segregated until the civil rights 

movement in the mid-twentieth century, at which time White-flight began to accelerate.  Whites 

were reluctant to attend school with Blacks and were willing to leave the schools to avoid this.  

White flight became so pronounced that in 1960, a first grader, Ruby Bridges, the first African 

American to attend William Frantz Elementary School in New Orleans, was left as the only 

student in the class when parents removed all Caucasian students from the school (Ebeling, 

1999).  Urban public schools today are faced with a form of White flight, or middle-class flight.  

It is the purpose of this research to shed light on this critical issue to the survival of the urban 

public school system. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to identify the variables that attract and retain middle-

income families to urban public schools and to see if there were any significant differences 

between the responses of private/parochial parents and public school parents.  Currently, there is 

perceived reluctance on the part of school systems to address this issue and to explore the causes 

and possible solutions. This research was designed to spark interest and openness in this issue so 
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that urban public school leaders will have a better understanding of what parents feel is needed to 

make urban public schools become institutions rich in racial, economic, cultural, and intellectual 

diversity.   

 With the information obtained from this research, educational leaders in urban public 

schools will be able to develop schools that provide learning environments that are appealing to 

all segments of the urban population.  This research adds to an already existing body of research 

regarding school choice and the public/private debate, and it provides clarity to school leaders 

regarding programs and course offerings that may attract and retain all families, including those 

of the middle and upper-middle income categories.    

 This study contains data obtained from parents of private, parochial, and public school 

students that were collected through questionnaires, interviews, and a focus group in order to 

determine the factors that attract and/or retain middle-income families to urban public schools.  

One overarching question and four sub-questions aided the researcher in determining these 

factors.  

 

Research Questions 

 The study examined parent responses to an electronic questionnaire, interviews and a 

focus group.  The questionnaire included questions through which parents rated factors using a 

Likert scale to indicate how much that particular factor influenced their decision to send their 

child to their neighborhood urban public school.  The questionnaire also contained scenario 

forced-choice questions in which respondents were forced to choose a scenario that would 

influence them to choose an urban public school.  Their responses provided data to answer the 

following overarching research question and the four sub-questions.   
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 What variables influence middle-income parents to choose urban public schools for their 

children? 

What changes in the instructional programs of urban public schools would 

influence middle-income parents to choose urban public schools for their children? 

What changes in the organizational structure of urban public schools would 

influence middle-income parents to choose urban public schools for their children? 

What changes in student management methods of urban public schools would 

influence middle-income parents to choose urban public schools for their children? 

Are there significant differences between the responses of private/parochial 

parents and public school parents? 

 

Definition of Terms 

The following definitions are used in the context of this study: 

1.  Urban:  For the purposes of this study, urban is defined as any school district located in a 

city with a population greater than 250,000, or a district with student enrollment over 

35,000, or a district located in the largest city in any state, or a district that is a member of 

the Council of Great City Schools.  ("Council of Great City Schools," n.d.),Retrieved 

April 1, 2011, from http://www.cgcs.org/about/fact_sheet.aspx 

2. Middle-income:  For the purposes of this study, middle income is defined as an annual 

family income of between $40,000 and $120,000 (“FinAid,” 2011). 
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Theoretical Framework 

 This study took into consideration the Market-Based Theory set forth by numerous 

researchers (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Goldhaber, 2000; Hess & Leal, 2001; Lankford & Wyckoff, 

1992).   This theory suggests that pursuing a quality education for their children is the most 

important reason for parental choice, thereby producing White-flight and middle-income flight 

(Lankford, 2001).  Also considered was the Preference Theory proposed by Fairlie and Resch 

(2002), and Saporito, Yancy, and Louis (2001).  This theory contends that many White families 

send their children to suburban schools or private schools in an attempt to avoid contact with 

ethnic and socioeconomic minorities (Farlie & Resch, 2002).  In 2007, Ledwith and Clark 

proposed a theoretically integrated approach, suggesting that both parental preferences and their 

quest for academic quality play a combined role in their school choice.  This study was based on 

the theory by Ledwith and Clark that all of these factors are integrated in a family‟s school 

choice decision.  (See Figure 1) 

 This study explored the variables that attract and retain middle-income families to 

urban public schools.  Figure 2 demonstrates the conceptual framework upon which this study is 

based.   

 

Limitations 

 The study contained the following limitations: 

1. The results of the study of parents‟ opinions were dependent upon the 

willingness of the parents to participate.  

2. The results of the study were dependent upon individuals‟ willingness to 

answer the questions honestly. 
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Figure 1.1 Schematic of Ledwith and Clark’s Theoretically Integrated Approach 
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3. The results of the study were dependent upon the availability of email 

addresses and phone numbers of parents so that they could be contacted. 

4.  The results of the study were dependent upon the self-determination of middle-

income status by parents. 

5.   The N sizes were unequal making the combined group results more greatly 

influenced by the public school group, with a greater number of respondents. 
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Figure 1.2 Conceptual Framework 

 

Delimitations 

 The study contained the following delimitations: 

1. The study was limited to parents who fell into the middle-income bracket as 

defined in the study. 

2. The study was limited to parents of public, private, and parochial school 

children in the city of Norfolk, Virginia. Therefore, generalizability beyond 

Norfolk, Virginia is limited.   

3. The snowballing method tends to produce a more homogeneous sample, 

therefore, generalizability is limited. 

4.  The neutral choice of the Likert Scale was phrased „somewhat agree,‟ which 

slanted it toward the positive. 
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Organization of the Study 

 Chapter One of this study provides a historical perspective of urban public schools in the 

United States and their interface within the history of education in this nation.  It continues with 

an explanation of the current state of urban education and concomitant issues pertaining to the 

trend of middle-income families, especially White families, to leave urban public schools for 

private institutions.  Chapter One also includes an explanation of the research questions, 

limitations, delimitations, and concludes with a description of the structure of the study.  Chapter 

Two consists of an extensive literature review on school choice, White flight, and parental 

selection of schools for their children. Chapter Three describes the methodology used in this 

study.  It explains the researcher‟s rationale for a mixed-method study, the use of questionnaires, 

interviews and a focus group to gather data, and the methods of data analysis.  Chapter Four 

presents the results of the questionnaires, interviews, and focus group and concludes with a 

summary of the themes that emerged from those instruments.  Chapter Five concludes with a 

discussion of the findings.  Included in the discussion are recommendations for further research 

in this area.  Implications from the findings of this research are discussed as they relate to school 

administrators.   

 



 

 13 

CHAPTER TWO:  REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This literature review explores research on certain aspects of school choice, White flight 

from schools, and factors that influence parents as they select a school for their children.  It sheds 

some light on the thoughts and preferences of middle-income families with regard to choosing a 

school.   The search involved the key words private schools, public schools, school choice, 

middle-class, middle-income families, education, urban, and White flight.  EBSCO Host, 

Education Resources Information Center (ERIC), and Google Scholar were used. The search 

included peer reviewed empirical research articles and studies, dissertations, books, and 

electronic books and reference materials.  Ms. Nora Carr, chief communications officer for 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools in North Carolina, provided a copy of, Telling your Story: A 

Toolkit for Marketing Urban Education, which provided greater understanding of the purpose of 

this research.  The data are used to provide an understanding of school choice decisions made by 

the middle-income segment of the population.   

Current research on attracting and retaining middle-income families to urban public 

schools centers mainly on the issue of school choice.  The controversy over whether parents 

should be able to have a choice of where their children attend school is far-reaching.  The issue 

of school choice is simply one aspect of the issue of attracting and retaining middle-income 

families to urban public schools.  Even without the school choice option, many families choose 

private schools or parochial schools over their designated public school (Carr, 2006).   

 

History 

During the post-World War II era, several factors surfaced that hastened the migration of 

middle-income families from urban areas.  Federal housing and highway programs made the 
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move to the suburbs attractive and relatively simple. The development of mass manufacturing 

techniques made suburban housing readily available, while urban buildings deteriorated.  As 

urban areas became increasingly populated by Black and Hispanic families, middle-income 

Whites left the cities and, consequently, urban public schools (Schneider, 2008).  This was the 

start of what has become known as White flight, the decreasing enrollment of White students in 

urban public schools.   

In 1955, the second Brown decision by the United States Supreme Court to desegregate 

with deliberate speed became another catalyst for White middle-income families to remove their 

children from urban public schools in favor of private, parochial, or suburban schools.  Not 

surprisingly, following the Brown decision, the issue of school choice rose to public attention.   

Originally, school choice was the brainchild of Milton Friedman, in 1955, as an effort to apply 

marketing methods to the field of education (Matland, 1995).  Friedman was an advocate of 

vouchers, as he promoted public financing but private operation of education (Friedman, 1955).  

In the 1980s when the commissioned report, A Nation at Risk, declared American schools to be 

failing dangerously, the idea of school choice rose in popularity (Matland, 1995).  Richard 

Matland, of the University of Houston, wrote in Exit, Voice, Loyalty, and Neglect in an Urban 

School System, that there was a belief that if urban schools were forced to compete, they would 

improve their level of service measurably (Matland, 1995).  That was not the case.  During the 

latter part of the 1970s, public education began a downslide.  The Gallup Poll showed increased 

disillusionment with public schools, and more and more middle-income families turned to the 

private sector as a feasible option (Doyle, 1981).   By the mid-1980s, public schools were 

gaining publicity for vandalism, gangs, and declining student achievement (Schneider, 2008).  

Today, urban public schools are forced to compete not only with private, parochial, and suburban 
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schools, but with the public‟s perceptions of inner cities as ghettoes, slums, barrios, and hoods 

and the general decline of urban areas over the last half of the twentieth century (Noguera, 2003).  

Other problems facing today‟s urban public schools are old facilities, overcrowding, under-

funding due to low property values, and under-staffing of qualified teachers, which make urban 

schools less attractive to middle-income families (Hunter, 2003).  When these issues are 

combined with public conversations centering on the need to raise test scores, meet the needs of 

at-risk students, and fix low-performing schools, middle-income families feel that the needs of 

their children are being ignored (Carr, 2006).   

 

Race and Income 

Much of the literature indicated race as an issue for urban public schools, and several 

researchers found evidence of White flight.  Haifeng (Charlie) Zhang of the University of 

Louisville in his work entitled, White Flight in the Context of Education: Evidence from South 

Carolina, stated that poor-performing urban schools consistently lose White families whose main 

concern is pursuing quality education for their children (Zhang, 2008).  Zhang obtained data 

from the NCES Common Core Data longitudinal public school database, public school 

performance data from the South Carolina Department of Education, and private school 

enrollment data from the 2000 U.S. Census.  He discussed two separate theories of White flight, 

the Preference Theory and the Market Based Theory.  Whites leaving for a quality education, as 

described above, would define the Market Based Theory, in which Whites shop around for what 

they consider to be the best schools.  The Preference Theory, on the other hand, describes Whites 

leaving simply to avoid contact with ethnic and socioeconomic minorities (Zhang, 2008).   
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According to Charles R. Lawrence III, an attorney from Yale University, “Black fear” 

has caused Whites and middle-class families to abandon urban public schools (Lawrence, 2005).  

Lawrence worked at examining how racism affects the laws of the United States in relation to the 

Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment of the Constitution.  He drew his answer, 

as did Esther Williams, also referenced in this work, to Critical Race Theory and 

Process-defect Theory, both of which recognize the continuing influence of racism on school 

selection (Lawrence, 2005).   

Charles T. Clotfelter of Duke University wrote that this White flight could undermine all 

that the Brown decision sought to improve (Clotfelter, 2000).  Clotfelter conducted a quantitative 

study using data from the Department of Education‟s Common Core of Data.  He used the years 

1987 and 1996 and gathered data on enrollment by race and ethnic group for every public school 

in 238 metropolitan areas.  His study examined the reasons for White flight from urban public 

schools and found that Whites flee to avoid interracial contact and to access opportunities 

elsewhere.  Both Lawrence and Clotfelter related this issue back to the Brown v. Board of 

Education ruling, and both expressed concerns that the good that was the intent of the Brown 

decision had been damaged. 

Athanase Gahungu, Ed.D., Associate Professor of Educational Leadership, Curriculum 

and Foundations at Chicago State University said in his research, White-less Public Schools in 

White-ful Communities: Dejected or Segregated?, that the demographics of the educational 

system at any level, national, state, or local, can predict whether the system can achieve its 

academic, social, political, and economic goals.  He posited that a community cannot develop 

positive democratic structures if its public education system does not reflect its citizen 

population (Gahungu, 2008).  Gahungu conducted his research in Chicago, Illinois to determine 
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why the citizens did not want to send their children to the urban public schools.  He contended 

that public school teachers themselves did not advocate for public education and one in five did 

not have their children in public schools. Using data from the Chicago Public Schools‟ School 

and Citywide Reports, Gahungu attempted to assess the disconnect between urban communities 

and the public schools.  Data showed that although the city was 42% White, White students 

accounted for only 8.1% of the public schools‟ enrollment.  The city of Chicago itself had 16.6% 

of families and 19.6% of individuals living in poverty.  However, over 85% of the public school 

students came from low-income families (Gahungu, 2008).  

In 2006, Saporito and Sohoni from the College of William and Mary, in a study titled, 

Coloring Outside the Lines: Racial Segregation in Public Schools and Their Attendance 

Boundaries, sampled 22 of the largest school districts in the United States to see if the racial 

make-up of the schools matched the racial make-up of their attendance zones.  In an analysis of 

existing data using mapping software, the researchers found lower percentages of White students 

in public schools than in their schools‟ attendance zones.  They found a curvilinear relationship 

between schools and their neighborhoods in that the greatest segregation occurred in 

neighborhoods where there were equal proportions of Whites and non-Whites, so that where one 

would expect equal proportions in the schools is where White children were most 

underrepresented.  The researchers also found that there was a strong negative correlation 

between the availability of private schools in an area and the percentage of White students in the 

public schools of that area (Saporito, 2006). 

In 2009, Erica Frankenberg of the University of California, Los Angeles, conducted an 

extensive analysis of data from the National Center for Education Statistics along with an equally 

extensive literature review.  In short, her research showed a growth of segregated ethnic minority  
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Table 2.1 Demographics of Public Schools in New York City Department of Education, Los 

Angeles Unified School District, and Chicago Public Schools 

 

New York City Los Angeles Chicago  

Council of Great 

City Schools (66 

Member Districts) 

No. of Students 1,049,831 735,058 413,694 7,274,284 

% Free or Reduced 

Price Lunch  
73.3 72.8 78.0 62.4 

% African American 34.4 12.4 47.9 37.1 

% Hispanic 37.9 71.4 38.3 32.8 

% White 15.2 9.6 8.1 23.1 

Source: ("Reports and Data: 2001-2002 Indicators and statistical trends," 2002) 

schools in inner cities, leaving urban public schools with very few White and middle-income 

students (Frankenberg, 2009).  Frankenberg stressed that research showed the importance of 

diversity to student success and argued that cities must design policies that address the growing 

lack of diversity in their schools to ensure that their students receive the same opportunities as 

students in diverse suburban schools (Frankenberg, 2009).  Nationwide, the majority of schools 

in the country‟s largest cities are attended by poor ethnic minorities, as indicated in Table 2.1 

("Reports and Data: 2001-2002 Indicators and statistical trends," 2002). 

In a special report on economics and achievement, published in the April edition of the 

American School Board Journal, researcher Richard D. Kahlenberg stated that the 

socioeconomic status of the school a child attends is second only to the influence of family in 

determining the child‟s academic achievement.  Low-income students who are given the 

opportunity to attend middle-class schools do better academically than middle-income students 

who attend high-poverty schools.  He stated that middle-class schools (those with less than 50% 

of students eligible for free and reduced lunch) are 24 times as likely to be high performing as 
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low-income schools.  Kalenberg also stated that middle-class schools, in general, attract the best 

teachers (Kahlenberg, 2006).   

In her dissertation, My Kids Will Never go to (Urban) Public Schools: A study of the 

African- American Middle Class’ Abandonment of Urban Public Schools, Esther L. Williams 

discussed the importance of a quality education to middle-income African American families.   

Through her research, seven semi-structured interviews with middle-income African-American 

families and more than twenty-five informal interviews and conversations, she discovered that 

these families did not believe urban public schools were able to provide a quality education, 

either academically or environmentally, for their children.  They would not jeopardize their 

children‟s futures by placing them in a public school (Williams, 2007).     

African-American middle-class families are not alone in these beliefs.  Research from the 

United Kingdom revealed parents‟ anxiety over sending their children to inner-city 

comprehensives (public schools) (Williams, Jamieson, & Hollingworth, 2008).  A study done in 

Scotland showed that middle and high-income parents were more likely to exercise choice and 

enroll their children where others of similar socioeconomic status were enrolled (Martinez, 

Godwin, Kemerer, & Perna, 1995).  In Spain, middle-income families chose private schools 

based on their academic results. Middle-income families had more resources and greater cultural 

capital, and therefore, were able to choose what they considered to be the best school for their 

children (Bernal, 2005).  These data were gathered over a five month period of time in a study of 

13 private and public schools in Zaragoza, Spain.  The researchers used interviews, observations, 

and document analysis.  Nora Carr, a contributing editor for American School Board Journal and 

Chief Communications Officer for Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, has found that middle-

income families would not consider any school as an option for their children unless the school 
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has 80% or more students at or above grade level (Carr, 2006).   A recurring theme in the current 

literature is that middle-income families are more savvy in the area of education and will not 

settle for what they consider sub-standard schools for their children (Yang, 2004).   

Ellen Brantlinger, Professor of Curriculum and Instruction at Indiana University, 

interviewed administrators, principals, teachers, and middle-income mothers.  She reported in 

her book, Dividing Classes, that middle-income families felt a sense of privilege when it came to 

education for their children.  They exerted power and influence to determine policies that 

secured educational advantages for their children (Brantlinger, 2003).  Mothers in Brantlinger‟s 

study cited their reasons for rejecting low-income schools.  They mentioned lack of academic 

rigor and lower standards as well as the absence of high achievers  (Brantlinger, 2003).  

Brantlinger stated that the competitiveness and drive of these mothers was apparent and that their 

children‟s success in school was their utmost concern.   

Economists believe that schools play a key role in either accelerating or halting 

socioeconomic flight from cities (Carr, 2006).  Joseph and Feldman in their work, Creating and 

Sustaining Successful Mixed-Income Communities, stated that schools could be vital amenities 

that attract new middle-income families and retain residents to neighborhoods, especially those 

with school-aged children (Joseph & Feldman, 2009).  Much research showed that housing 

prices were sensitive to the quality of the public schools in an area and, if marketed effectively, 

public schools could be the attractive force for middle-income families (Joseph & Feldman, 

2009).  

Hope VI, originally known as the Urban Revitalization Demonstration Program, did a 

comparative analysis of four cities‟ efforts to attract middle-income families to majority low-

income neighborhoods.  They looked at Cincinnati, Louisville, Baltimore, and Washington, D.C.  



 

 21 

A constant theme throughout their analysis was that, in order to attract these families, the cities 

would have to provide safe, high-quality schools (Varady, Raffel, Sweeney, & Denson, 2005).   

In an attempt to revitalize an area of Philadelphia known as Center City, the city of 

Philadelphia and the school district transformed selected schools in an effort to attract upper 

middle-income families to these schools, and hence, the city.  Maia Cucchiara from the 

University of Pennsylvania conducted a study in 2008 entitled, Re-branding Urban Schools:  

Urban Revitalization, Social Status, and Marketing Public Schools to the Upper Middle Class, 

using interviews and observation to explore some of the experiences of families in the downtown 

area of Philadelphia during this effort.  The study used data from a larger study done by the 

Center City Schools Initiative and data from the school district and the Center City District.  

Interviews were conducted with school district and city staff members to get their perceptions of 

the revitalization efforts, and a multi-year ethnographic study of one of the schools was 

conducted.  The study found that the re-branding of specific Center City schools worked to 

attract upper-middle-income families to those schools, supporting the research that showed that 

schools could be a marketing factor in attracting middle-income families to cities (Cucchiara, 

2008). 

 

Characteristics of Families 

In a study done in September, 2004, Philip Yang and Nihan Kayaardi of Texas Women‟s 

University explored the characteristics of parents who choose private or parochial schools for 

their children.  They used the 1998-2000 General Social Surveys (GSS) data and logistic 

regression to examine who is more or less likely to choose private or parochial schools.  They 

examined four characteristics; religion, socioeconomic status, family structure and demography.  
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They found that parents who were Christian, older, foreign-born, had a higher socioeconomic 

status, and who had more children were more likely to send their children to private and 

parochial schools.  They also found significant socioeconomic differences but insignificant racial 

differences in parental school choice (Yang & Kayaardi, 2004).   

Much of the literature separated families into “choosers,” those who make a conscious, 

deliberate decision about where to send their children to school, and “non-choosers,” those 

whose children simply attend their assigned public school.  Of the choosers, research tells us that 

culture heavily influences their decisions (Bulman, 2004).  Choosers tend to have higher levels 

of income and education, and more access to information than non-choosers.  They, in turn, use 

their cultural background to interpret the information and make a decision (Bulman, 2004).  

Robert C. Bulman of Saint Mary‟s College of California, conducted in-depth interviews of 

parents of 88 ninth-grade students from public, private, and parochial schools.  His research, 

School-choice Stories: The Role of Culture, gave a different perspective from most, since it 

found that financial and informational resources were not enough to persuade parents in their 

choice of schools and that culture and past educational experiences played an important role in 

their decisions (Bulman, 2004).   In interviews with 28 middle-income parents, A. Oria et al. in 

their study, Urban Education, the Middle Classes, and Their Dilemmas of School Choice, found 

that these families of choosers were ethically torn in the quest for the right school for their 

children.  The researchers examined the “game of choice” that middle-income families played 

and determined that they incurred much anxiety when they had to make these choices (Oria et 

al., 2007).   

William G. Howell in his 2004 study, Dynamic Selection Effects in Means-Tested, 

Urban School Voucher Programs, compared students who applied for vouchers with the 
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eligible population of public-school students, those who used the vouchers with those who turned 

them down, and those who remained in private schools with those who returned to public 

schools. Those who chose vouchers were higher educated and had more financial resources than 

those who did not (Howell, 2004).  These findings supported other research that indicated that 

families that exercise any type of school choice are wealthier, better educated, and have more 

connections than those that do not.   

Lynn Bosetti, in her 2004 study of an urban district in Alberta, Canada discussed recent 

research that stated that in Western industrialized countries, parents who actively chose schools 

were better educated, had higher levels of income, and were less likely to be unemployed than 

non-choosing parents (Bosetti, 2004).  Bosetti conducted her research, Determinants of School 

Choice: Understanding how Parents Choose Elementary Schools in Alberta, using surveys of 

1,500 parents. 

Even in earlier school choice research, Goldring and Hausman, in 1999, in their study, 

Reasons for Parental Choice of Urban Schools, reported that low-income ethnic minority parents 

were more likely to be non-choosers, and that choosers were upper-income White and ethnic 

minority parents (Goldring & Hausman, 1999), and in a 1995 study, The Consequences of School 

Choice: Who Leaves, who Stays in Inner City Schools, Martinez, Godwin, Kemerer, and Perna 

found that parents who chose private schools were better educated, had more stable homes, 

valued education more, and gave greater attention to learning (Martinez, Godwin, Kemerer, & 

Perna, 1995).   

Ellen Goldring, a noted researcher in the area of school choice, and Kristie Phillips 

conducted a study in Tennessee of 748 parents who filed applications to magnet schools for their 

children.  They found that those school choosers were middle-income families who were 
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engaged in their children‟s education.  Parents who communicated often with their children 

about school and were more involved in school were more likely to consider private school.  

Parents who were choosers, those who actively researched to decide on a school, possessed a 

social capital through which to do their research (Goldring & Phillips, 2008). 

 

Factors that Influence Choice 

Several factors that would influence parents to enroll or keep their children in urban 

public schools emerged throughout the literature.  Nora Carr cited seven “hot-button issues” for 

middle-income families.  They were good test scores, strong basic skills, a liberal arts focus, 

college prep, after-school activities, safety, discipline and personal responsibility, and 

development of good citizens (Carr, 2006).  Jose Luis Bernal wrote that, in Spain, factors that 

influenced middle-income parents were academic results, discipline and order, and authority 

(Bernal, 2005).   

Some research pointed to desegregation as a factor that was influential in middle-income 

White parents‟ school-choice decision.  Efforts to use busing and other tactics to desegregate 

urban public schools increased the percentage of families choosing private schools for their 

children (Hess & Leal, 2001).   

In a study of 50 urban school districts, Frederick Hess and David Leal investigated 

whether parents‟ perceptions of school divisions affected their decision to send their children to 

public or private schools.  They replicated a 1999 study by Wrinkle, Stewart, and Polinard using 

data from the 1992 Council of Urban Boards of Education (CUBE), NCES data, and data from 

the 1990 Survey of Churches and Church Membership.  The researchers discovered that parents 

did, in fact, respond to perceived inadequacies in their public schools by enrolling their children 
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in private schools.  The authors found other factors that led parents to private school enrollment.  

Those were desegregation efforts, graduation rates, and desire for religious instruction (Hess & 

Leal, 2001).  In her interviews with numerous middle-income African-American families, Esther 

Williams found five factors that influenced the families‟ choice of schools; academic 

achievement, discipline and safety, teacher quality, racism, and cultural issues  (Williams, 2007). 

In their quantitative research for the University of Oregon, David Figlio and Joe Stone 

found several factors that influenced middle-income parents to send their children to private 

schools.  Aside from religion and a quality education, they found that a more disciplined learning 

environment, extracurricular activities, peer interactions, and preparation for college were 

significant factors that determined a family‟s school choice (Figlio & Stone, 1997). 

Randall Reback stated that many parents placed strong weight on academic achievement 

when choosing a school for their children.  Reback, of Barnard College, Columbia University, 

focused his study on intra-district choice using data from the Minnesota Department of 

Education.  He looked at factors that influenced parents to apply for permits to send their 

children to schools within their district but outside their residential school zone and found that 

the mean student test scores of a school were the greatest predictor that parents would apply to 

that school.  A second strong factor found by Reback was the socioeconomic characteristics of 

the school.  Reback contended that parents were more concerned with outcomes than inputs 

(Reback, 2008).  Ellen Brantlinger, in Dividing Classes: How the Middle Class Negotiates and 

Rationalizes School Advantages, found that a quality education was, by far, the most important 

factor influencing the school choice of middle-income mothers (Brantlinger, 2003).  Parents 

wanted their children to attend school with students who had high academic ability and who 

were motivated to succeed educationally.  Terry O‟Shaughnessy found, by using simulations and 
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models, that the quality of the student body was important to parents even if their own child was 

not motivated or highly able (O'Shaughnessy, 2005).   

Others found that parents who opted out of the urban public school system cited specific 

factors that influenced their choice.  Some of those were a greater form of personal control in 

which they could express themselves on behalf of their children, a code of behavior and 

standards about how children should behave in school, an atmosphere that rewarded high 

achievement, and personal attention (Rich, 1999).  Rich contended that schools should know the 

demands of their customers and strive to meet them.  Ellen B. Goldring found that parents who 

chose schools other than their zoned school did so because of a school‟s strong academic 

reputation and special programs offered in art, technology and science (Goldring & Hausman,  

1999). 

In a twist on the research, Gill Crozier, et al. (2008) conducted an ethnographic study of 

125 White middle-income households in the United Kingdom.  These families that had the 

financial resources to opt for private schools, after much deliberation, chose an inner-city 

comprehensive (public) school for their children‟s education.   The researchers, in their study 

entitled, White Middle-Class Parents, Identities, Educational Choice, and the Urban 

Comprehensive School: Dilemmas, Ambivalence, and Moral Ambiguity, analyzed the processes 

of thinking and acting otherwise, and found that these families were committed to the local 

public schools as long as a critical mass of middle-class families was maintained at the school.  

They were willing to go against the trend of White-flight from inner-city schools but needed to 

make certain that their children received a quality education that would prepare them for 

university education.  It was also noted that these middle-income families enjoyed being valued 

in the public schools and being at the top of the class.  This strengthened their sense of privilege 
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and position.  Although these parents discussed the advantages of exposing their children to 

diversity, they expressed high anxiety about and contempt for those in a lower socioeconomic 

group (Crozier et al., 2008).   

Although a quality education was a factor that dominated the research into why parents 

chose schools, L. Bosetti, in her 2004 study entitled, Determinants of School Choice:  

Understanding how Parents Choose Elementary Schools in Alberta, found that it was only one 

factor in parents‟ selection of elementary schools for their children.  She stated that, for most 

parents, school choice was determined by their social network, school visits, and talks with 

teachers.  To gather this information, Bosetti conducted a qualitative study using a self-prepared, 

anonymous, questionnaire, in which she surveyed 1500 parents of students in 11 private, 8 

public, and 10 alternative elementary schools in a large urban district in Alberta, Canada.  This 

research also found that only a small portion of elementary parents exercised school choice and 

that those were middle to upper-income families (Bosetti, 2004).  Bosetti found that different 

groups were motivated by different factors when exercising school choice.  Again, quality 

education was a universal factor.  Other factors included program offerings, teaching style, 

smaller class size, and a school community that reflected their values.  Proximity to home was 

also a factor, as was staff and administration, and whether their child‟s friends attended the 

school (Bosetti, 2004). 

 

Summary 

This review of literature provides a view of school choice decisions made by middle-

income families.  The review also gives an historical perspective of school choice and public, 

private and parochial schools.  Three major theories of parental selection of schools emerge from 
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the literature.  They are the Market-Based Theory, which states that parents literally shop for 

what they consider the highest quality education they can provide for their children, the 

Preference Theory, which states that White middle-income families choose private or parochial 

schools to avoid contact with ethnic minorities, and the third theory, which is a combination of 

the two.   

Three major factors that influence parental school selection evolve from the literature.  

They are a quality education, desegregation efforts, and student discipline.  These factors are the 

basis for the research questions in this study.   
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CHAPTER THREE:  METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this study was to identify the variables that attract and retain middle-

income families to urban public schools and to see if there were any significant differences 

between the responses of private/parochial parents and public school parents.  As indicated in 

Chapter 2, research has shown that urban public schools are experiencing middle-income and 

White flight leaving these schools with high numbers of students living in poverty.  It has been 

shown that a diverse student population, where a majority is middle-income, provides the best 

chance for success for low-income students (Kahlenberg, 2010).  This mixed-method study used 

purposeful sampling to elicit responses using questionnaires, interviews, and a focus group.  The 

data were analyzed to answer the research questions outlined in the following section. 

 

Research Questions 

The overarching research question in this study was: What variables influence middle-income 

parents to choose urban public schools for their children? 

  Four sub-questions were also explored.   

What changes in the instructional programs of urban public schools would 

influence middle-income parents to choose urban public schools for their children? 

What changes in the organizational structure of urban public schools would 

influence middle-income parents to choose urban public schools for their children? 

What changes in student management methods of urban public schools would 

influence middle-income parents to choose urban public schools for their children? 

Are there significant differences between the responses of private/parochial 

parents and public school parents? 
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Rationale for Mixed-Methodology 

There are five major reasons for conducting mixed methods research (Greene, Caraceli, 

& Graham, 1989).  The first is triangulation, the convergence of results from different methods 

studying the same phenomenon.  The triangulation of data from questionnaires, interviews and a 

focus group gave credibility to the findings in this study.  The second purpose of mixed 

methodology is complementarity, when the results of one method clarify the results of another.  

In this study, the results of the qualitative portions served to clarify the data gleaned from the 

questionnaires.  A third reason for using mixed methodology is initiation, which helps the 

researcher discover any contradictions in the data. Contradictions discovered in the data from 

this study allowed the researcher to expand on recommendations for further research.  Greene, 

Caraceli, and Graham (1989) stated a fourth rationale for the use of mixed methodology.  They 

explained that development will allow the researcher to utilize the findings from one method to 

help guide the other method.  In this research, the questionnaires were administered first, giving 

the researcher insight into the framing or re-framing of questions for the interviews and the focus 

group.  Finally, the fifth purpose for the use of mixed methodology is expansion.  This allows the 

researcher to expand the breadth and range of the research by using different methods for 

different components (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).  This research, therefore, was not 

restricted to specific questions and answers from questionnaires, but was allowed to expand with 

open-ended responses during interviews and the focus group.  As explained above, use of mixed 

methods research methodology for this study incorporated the strengths of both qualitative and 

quantitative methodologies, thereby increasing the validity and credibility of the research. 
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Population and Sample 

Data for this study were collected from parents who have children in private, parochial, 

and/or public schools in Norfolk, Virginia. The city of Norfolk, in 2010, had a population of 

242,803 and a mean income of $41,187.  The private school population in the city of Norfolk is 

reported as 6,048 students. Norfolk Public Schools is an urban school division in Virginia with 

approximately 32,000 students.  It is a member of the Council of Great City Schools, and is 

considered a mid-sized urban district.  Norfolk has 35 elementary, 9 middle, and 5 high schools 

plus other auxiliary sites.  Norfolk Public Schools has a 58.39% poverty rate as measured by its 

free and reduced lunch count.   

The sample in this study consisted of parents who had school-aged children who attended 

public schools, private schools, or parochial schools in Norfolk, Virginia.  Names and e-mail 

addresses of these parents were collected using convenient sampling and snowballing.  Parents 

meeting the criteria, and known to the researcher, were contacted first and additional names and 

e-mail addresses were obtained from those parents. Names were also obtained through public, 

private, and parochial schools willing to provide such information.  In total, 427 names were 

accumulated by the researcher.  Electronic questionnaires, the first stage of data collection for 

this study, were sent to the names obtained.  The questionnaires were created by the researcher 

and were sent electronically to 427 e-mail addresses in order to obtain the sample.  Parents of 

home-schooled students were not included in this study.   

 

Survey Instrument 

 The questionnaire consisted of 30 questions. The first 20 questions used a Likert Scale 

format.  These questions asked participants to select their level of agreement with statements that 
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indicated factors for choosing an urban public school.  The final 10 questions were forced-choice 

selections, for which the participants were forced to choose a scenario in which they would select 

an urban public school for their children.  

 

Content Validity 

Validity of the questionnaire was established by administering the survey to educational 

professionals, who were asked to comment on the appropriateness and clarity of the questions 

and demographic information being requested.  Those questions that did not achieve 80% 

validity and clarity were reworded.  The questionnaire was administered to the group again and 

all questions met the 80% validity and clarity criteria.   

An electronic cover letter explained the purpose of the study and specified the requested 

return date of the questionnaire.  Completed electronic questionnaires were stored in an 

electronic folder on the researcher‟s personal password-secure computer.  Timed electronic 

contacts followed the initial contact at one-week intervals for two weeks until 56 

private/parochial and 122 public school surveys were returned, for a 41.6% return rate.   

 

Phases Two and Three 

The second phase of the research was interviews with three private/parochial school 

parents and three public school parents who fit into the economic descriptor of middle-income 

families.  The original plan was to conduct 10 private/parochial and 10 public interviews; 

however, saturation was obtained after three interviews from each group.  Income levels were 

determined verbally when the interviews were arranged.  The names of potential interview 

participants were obtained through snowballing and through the public, parochial and private 
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schools willing to provide them.  Contact was made by phone, e-mail, or in person.  Initial 

contact was made to determine the individual‟s income level, willingness to participate, and to 

make arrangements, and a second contact was made to conduct the interview. 

Interview questions and protocol were developed by the researcher and field tested and 

validated by administration to three professionals in the field of education.  Questions were 

validated at 80% clarity and validity.   

Interviews were conducted at a location agreeable to the interviewee.  Interviews were 

electronically recorded with an audio tape and written notes were taken by the researcher.  

Responses were transcribed by a transcriptionist.  Recordings of the interviews were stored in a 

locked drawer in the researcher‟s home and will be destroyed after successful defense.   

 The final phase of data collection was a focus group.  The group was a mixed group 

consisting of private, parochial, and public school parents.  Participants were selected from those 

names collected for the questionnaire and interviews.  Seven were chosen based on their 

availability.  The date, time, and location of the focus group were decided based on the 

availability of the participants.   

Questions used for the focus group were open-ended questions designed to prompt open 

and honest dialogue.  Questions were developed by the researcher and were field-tested on 

professional colleagues for validity and clarity.   Focus group protocol was developed by the 

researcher. 

The focus group was conducted at a location agreeable to all participants.  Focus group 

activity was electronically recorded and transcribed by a transcriptionist.  Recordings of the 

focus group were stored in a locked drawer in the researcher‟s home and will be destroyed after a 

successful defense.   
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Confidentiality 

Participants were assured that efforts were made to provide confidentiality and 

anonymity.  Participants in the questionnaires were assigned a number and results were reported 

using participant numbers.  Pseudonyms were assigned to those being interviewed and to those 

participating in the focus group.   

Before distributing questionnaires or conducting any surveys or a focus group, the 

researcher obtained approval from the Virginia Tech Institutional Review Board (IRB) and 

Norfolk Public Schools Department of Strategic Evaluation, Assessment, and Support (SEAS).  

Participants in the questionnaire indicated voluntary consent by virtue of their completion of the 

questionnaire.  Participants in the interview and focus group portion of the research were advised 

of their rights and asked to sign an informed consent form. 

 

Data Analysis 

Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data from the surveys using the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).  Data were imported from Virginia Tech‟s survey 

instrument to an Excel spreadsheet and then transferred to SPSS.  Interviews and focus group 

recordings were transcribed and analyzed for recurring themes.  The data were then triangulated 

to determine answers to the research questions.  The analysis employed frequency distributions 

and cross tabulations to describe the most frequently occurring factors that would attract or retain 

middle-income families to urban public schools.  Demographic information was used to describe 

the ethnicity of participants, their age group, their income bracket, where they received their 

Kindergarten through twelfth grade education, and whether their children were in public or 
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private/parochial school. Frequency distributions were used to describe the results of the 

questionnaires, interviews, and focus group.  A comparative analysis, using t-tests, compared the 

questionnaire responses of private and parochial school parents with those of public school 

parents.  A Chi-square analysis was used to analyze the forced-choice questions of the 

questionnaire. Finally, a factor analysis was done to analyze the weights and relationships of the 

Likert scale questions in the questionnaire. 

 

Summary 

             A mixed-method methodology was used to determine the factors that attract and retain 

middle-income families to urban public schools.  Questionnaires, interviews, and a focus group 

were utilized to obtain data.  Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, t-tests, a Chi-square, 

and a factor analysis to answer the main research question and four sub-questions of this study.   
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CHAPTER FOUR:  FINDINGS 

 The purpose of this study was to identify the variables that attract and retain middle-

income families to urban public schools and to see if there were any significant differences 

between the responses of private/parochial parents and public school parents.  The study focused 

on three areas found in the literature to be significant in a parent‟s selection of a school.  Those 

areas: instructional programs, organizational structure, and student management or discipline, 

guided the research questions explored through this study.   

 This chapter is divided into three sections.  The first section reports the results of the 

questionnaire phase of the study.  First, is a description of the demographics of the participants in 

this portion of the research, followed by the results of the questionnaires. The data were analyzed 

using the survey instrument‟s summary and SPSS analyses through frequency distributions and 

cross tabulations.  Data were reported for the combined private/parochial and public group and 

for each group separately.  A comparison of the private/parochial and public school groups was 

done through the use of a t-test on the Likert Scale portion and a Chi-Square using the Fishers 

exact test on the forced choice portion.  Effect sizes for the Likert Scale questions were 

tabulated.  Three composite groups were formed to match the research questions: instruction, 

structure, and discipline.  A t-test was run to compare the composite means of each category.  

Finally, a factor analysis was run using three factors to analyze the relative weights and 

relationships of the variables in the Likert Scale portion of the questionnaire.  The original plan 

was to also factor in ethnicity; however, there were only 11 African-American respondents, too 

few to be significant.  The second section of this chapter describes the demographics of interview 

participants and the results of the three private/parochial and three public school interviews.  The 
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third section describes the demographics of the focus group participants and reports the findings 

of the focus group.  These data were analyzed using the constant comparative method.   

 

Questionnaires 

Demographics for private/parochial group. 

 Private/parochial school respondents to the questionnaire portion of the research were 

87% (48) Caucasian, 0% (0) African-American, and 9% (5) other.  Two respondents, or 4%, did 

not answer the ethnicity question.  Eighty-five percent (47) of private/parochial school 

respondents reported themselves as having an income between $70,000 and $120,000 annually.  

Fifteen percent (8) reported annual incomes in the $40,000 to $69,999 range.  The majority, 88% 

(48), of respondents were between 30 and 50 years old.   Fifty-one percent (28) of them attended 

private or parochial schools for their K-12 education, 25% (14) reported attending a suburban 

public school, 18% (10), an urban public school, and 4% (2) a rural public school.   

Demographics for public school group. 

Of the 120 respondents to the public school parent questionnaire, 84% (101) were 

Caucasian, 11% (11) were African-American, and 5% (6) classified themselves as other.   

Eighty-five percent (102) of respondents reported their family‟s annual income to be between 

$70,000 and $120,000, while 15% (18) reported earning between $40,000 and $69,999 annually.  

The majority, 90% (108) of respondents were between 30 and 50 years old.  When reporting 

their own Kindergarten through twelfth grade educational experience, 50% (60) reported 

attending a suburban public school, 30% (36) an urban public school, 13% (15) private, and 8% 

(9) rural public.    
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Demographics for combined group. 

In total, 178 out of 427 questionnaires were returned, for a 41.6% return rate.  Two public 

school questionnaire responses and one private/parochial response were disqualified based on 

income levels, and so, a total of 175 questionnaire responses were analyzed.   

 One hundred forty-nine, or 85.1%, of the 175 questionnaire respondents were Caucasian, 

6.3% (11) were African-American, and 13, or 7.4%, responded as other.  Two respondents chose 

not to answer the ethnicity question.  One hundred forty-nine, or 85.1%, of respondents had 

incomes between $70,000 and $120,000, with the remaining 26, or 14.9%, falling into the 

$40,000-$69,999 range.  The majority, 89% (156), were between 30 and 50 years old.  When 

asked where the respondents got their Kindergarten through twelfth grade education, the 

plurality of responses were suburban public schools with 42.3% (74).  The remaining responses 

were split between urban public, 24.6% (46), private/parochial, 26.3% (43), and rural public 

schools, 6.3% (11).   

Questionnaire results. 

 Frequencies of private/parochial responses are displayed in Table 4.1, public school 

responses in Table 4.2, and the responses of both groups are combined in Table 4.3.  Neutral 

percentages are not reported in narrative results; however, they are displayed in the column 

labeled Somewhat Agree in each of the tables. Strongly disagree and disagree responses as well 

as strongly agree and agree responses are combined for statistical analyses.  

   When asked about advanced placement and honors classes, 47% of private/parochial 

school respondents disagreed that such classes would influence them to choose an urban public 

school, while 20% agreed.  Seventy-nine percent of public school parents agreed that advanced  
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Table 4.1 Frequencies of responses for private/parochial parent group answers to questions 1-

20 

Question 

Strongly 

Disagree 

 

 

N Disagree 

 

 

N 

Somewhat 

Agree 

 

 

N Agree 

 

 

N 

Strongly 

Agree 

 

 

N 

1-AP&honors 9% 5 38% 21 33% 18 15% 8 5% 3 

2-K-8 4% 2 53% 29 29% 16 7% 4 7% 4 

3-consequence 5% 3 18% 10 35% 19 29% 16 13% 7 

4-K-3,4-8,9-12 4% 2 71% 39 11% 6 9% 5 5% 3 

5- integration 15% 8 56% 31 16% 9 7% 4 4% 2 

6-similar 

ability 

2% 1 22% 12 29% 16 27% 15 20% 11 

7-socio diverse 7% 4 44% 24 24% 13 22% 12 4% 2 

8-strict rules 5% 3 22% 12 31% 17 25% 14 15% 8 

9-college prep 0.0% 0 11% 6 22% 12 33% 18 35% 19 

10-ethnic 

diverse 

7% 4 36% 20 25% 14 29% 16 2% 1 

11-high level 0.0% 0 15% 8 27% 15 33% 18 24% 13 

12-tech 0.0% 0 29% 16 27% 15 31% 17 13% 7 

13-college 

credits 

0.0% 0 20% 11 38% 21 24% 13 16% 9 

14-homo-

ethnic 

13% 7 44% 24 35% 19 9% 5 0% 0 

15-homo-socio 5% 3 36% 20 40% 22 16% 9 2% 1 

16-susp./exp. 4% 2 20% 11 35% 19 20% 11 18% 10 

17-gifted 0.0% 0 11% 6 45% 25 20% 11 24% 13 

18-separate 

sped 

4% 2 44% 24 35% 19 9% 5 9% 5 

19-no slow 2% 1 20% 11 36% 20 16% 9 25% 14 

20-learning, 

less test 

0% 0 4% 2 18% 10 27% 15 51% 28 
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Table 4.2 Frequencies of responses for public school parent group answers to questions 1-20 

Question  

Strongly 

Disagree 

 

 

N Disagree 

 

 

N 

Somewhat 

Agree 

 

 

N Agree 

 

 

N 

Strongly 

Agree 

 

 

N 

1-AP&honors 2% 2 4% 5 14% 17 35% 42 44% 53 

2-K-8 3% 4 23% 27 28% 33 23% 28 23% 27 

3-consequence 2% 2 14% 17 27% 32 31% 37 25% 30 

4-K-3,4-8,9-12 11% 13 38% 45 21% 25 18% 22 12% 14 

5- integration 11% 13 24% 29 36% 43 23% 27 5% 6 

6-similar 

ability 

1% 1 8% 9 19% 23 32% 38 40% 48 

7-socio diverse 2% 2 5% 6 24% 29 51% 61 18% 22 

8-strict rules 0% 0 8% 10 26% 31 48% 58 17% 20 

9-college prep 0.0% 0 2% 2 4% 5 18% 22 74% 89 

10-ethnic 

diverse 

2% 2 3% 4 21% 25 44% 53 30% 36 

11-high level 0.0% 0 4% 5 5% 6 28% 33 63% 75 

12-tech 0.0% 0 3% 3 11% 13 38% 46 48% 58 

13-college 

credits 

0.0% 0 3% 3 13% 15 28% 33 57% 68 

14-homo-

ethnic 

13% 15 33% 40 36% 43 13% 16 5% 6 

15-homo-socio 8% 9 25% 30 44% 53 18% 21 6% 7 

16-susp./exp. 4% 5 25% 30 33% 40 26% 31 12% 14 

17-gifted 0.0% 0 7% 8 8% 9 27% 32 59% 71 

18-separate 

sped 

18% 22 33% 39 30% 36 13% 16 5% 6 

19-no slow 7% 8 27% 32 23% 27 24% 29 20% 24 

20-learning, 

less test 

3% 3 3% 3 13% 15 20% 24 63% 75 
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Table 4.3 Frequencies for combined group answers to questions 1-20 

Question  

Strongly 

Disagree 

 

 

N Disagree 

 

 

N 

Somewhat 

Agree 

 

 

N Agree 

 

 

N 

Strongly 

Agree 

 

 

N 

1-AP & honors 4.0% 7 14.9% 26 20.1% 35 28.7% 50 32.2% 56 

2-K-8 3.4% 6 32.2% 56 28.2% 49 18.4% 32 17.8% 31 

3-consequense 2.9% 5 15.6% 27 29.5% 51 30.6% 53 21.4% 37 

4-K-3,4-8,9-12 8.6% 15 48.3% 84 17.8% 31 15.5% 27 9.8% 17 

5- integration 12.2% 21 34.9% 60 30.2% 52 18.0% 31 4.7% 8 

6-similar 

ability 

1.1% 2 12.1% 21 22.4% 39 30.5% 53 33.9% 59 

7-socio diverse 3.4% 6 17.1% 30 24.0% 42 41.7% 73 13.7% 24 

8-strict rules 1.7% 3 12.7% 22 27.7% 48 41.6% 72 16.2% 28 

9-college prep 0.0% 0 4.6% 8 9.8% 17 23.1% 40 62.4% 108 

10-ethnic 

diverse 

3.4% 6 13.7% 24 22.3% 39 39.4% 69 21.1% 37 

11-high level 0.0% 0 7.5% 13 12.1% 21 29.5% 51 50.9% 88 

12-tech 0.0% 0 10.9% 19 16.0% 28 36.0% 63 37.1% 65 

13-college 

credits 

0.0% 0 8.1% 14 20.8% 36 26.6% 46 44.5% 77 

14-homo-

ethnic 

12.6% 22 36.6% 64 35.4% 62 12.0% 21 3.4% 6 

15-homo-socio 6.9% 12 28.6% 50 42.9% 75 17.1% 30 4.6% 8 

16-susp./exp. 4.0% 7 23.7% 41 34.1% 59 24.3% 42 13.9% 24 

17-gifted 0.0% 0 8.0% 14 19.4% 34 24.6% 43 48.0% 84 

18-separate 

sped 

13.8% 24 36.2% 63 31.6% 55 12.1% 21 6.3% 11 

19-no slow 5.1% 9 24.6% 43 26.9% 47 21.7% 38 21.7% 38 

20-learning, 

less test 

1.7% 3 2.9% 5 14.3% 25 22.3% 39 58.9% 103 
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placement and honors classes would be a factor in their decision, and 6% disagreed, and 61% of 

the combined group agreed with this variable, while 19% disagreed.   

 Schools structured in a K-8 format would not influence 51% of private/parochial 

respondents, but 14% said it would be a factor.  Forty-six percent of public school parent 

respondents said this structure would be a factor, while 26% said it would not.  A school with a 

K-8 lower school structure had equal positive and negative responses, 36%, for the combined 

group.   

 Forty-two percent of private/parochial parents agreed that more severe consequences for 

misbehavior would be a factor that influenced them to choose an urban public school, yet 23% 

disagreed.  Fifty-six percent of public school respondents said they would consider a school with 

more severe consequences for misbehavior, while 16% said that would not be a factor in their 

decision.  For the combined group, a school with more severe consequences for misbehavior 

would be a factor in selection for 52%, and not a factor for 18%.   

 A large majority, 75% of private/parochial school parents, would choose an urban public 

school for their child if the system were structured K-3, 4-8, and 9-12.  Only 14% said that this 

would not be a factor in their choice.  When looking at a K-3, 4-8, 9-12 structure as a factor, 49% 

of public school parents disagreed and 30% agreed.  Fifty-seven percent of the combined group 

disagreed that a system whose structure was K-3, 4-8, 9-12 would be a factor, and 17% agreed.   

 Seventy-one percent of private/parochial parents surveyed responded that a specific 

integration policy would not be a factor that influenced them to choose an urban public school 

for their child, while 11% said it would.  A specific integration policy would be a factor for 28% 

of public school respondents, but would not for 35%, and it would be a factor for 23% of the 

combined group, but not a factor for 55%.   
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 When asked if they would choose an urban public school if their child was in classes with 

students of similar academic ability, 47% of private/parochial school respondents agreed and 

24% disagreed.  A vast majority, 72%, of public school parents agreed that placing students with 

similar academic ability together in a class would be a factor in their decision.  Only 9% 

disagreed.  Sixty-four percent of combined respondents said that their child being placed in a 

class with students of similar academic ability would be a factor in their decision, and 13% 

responded negatively to the same question.   

 Fifty-one percent of private/parochial school parents surveyed responded that a 

socioeconomically diverse school would not influence them to send their child to an urban public 

school and 26% agreed that it would.  Sixty-nine percent of public school parents saw a 

socioeconomically diverse school as a choice factor, while 7% did not.  Fifty-five percent of the 

combined group viewed a socioeconomically diverse school as a factor, while 20% did not.   

   Forty percent of private/parochial respondents stated that strict rules would be a factor 

in their choice of a school, while 27% said that would not influence them.  Strict rules are seen as 

a factor for 65% of public school parents, but not a factor for 8%.  For the combined group, strict 

rules would be a factor for 58%, but not a factor for 14%. 

 Sixty-eight percent of private/parochial school parents selected agree or strongly agree 

when asked if they would choose an urban public school for their child if the school better 

prepared him/her for college, and 11% disagreed.  An overwhelming majority of 92% of public 

school parents agreed that a school better preparing their child for college would be a factor in 

their choice, while only 2% disagreed.  A school that better prepared their child for college was a 

factor for 86% of the combined group and not a factor for 5%.   
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 An ethnically diverse school was a factor for 31% of private/parochial parents and not a 

factor for 43%.  Seventy-four percent of public school parents agreed that they would keep their 

child in a public school that was ethnically diverse, while 5% disagreed.  Sixty-one percent of the 

combined group agreed that an ethnically diverse school would be a factor in their decision, 

while 17% did not.   

Fifty-seven percent of private/parochial respondents chose high level course offerings as 

a factor, while 15% disagreed.  High level course offerings would be a factor for 91% of public 

school respondents, and would not be a factor for 4%.  If the school offered high level courses, it 

would be a factor for 80% of combined respondents, but not for 8%.  

 Forty-four percent of private/parochial parents said they would choose an urban public 

school that offered technology courses, and 29% disagreed.  Eighty-six percent of public school 

parents agreed that technology offerings would influence their choice, while 3% disagreed, and 

technology courses would be a factor for 73% of the combined group, but not for 11%.   

Forty percent of private/parochial respondents agreed that an opportunity for their child 

to accumulate college credits was a factor in their choice, while 20% said it was not.  An 

opportunity to accumulate college credits would be a factor for 85% of public school respondents 

and not a factor for 3%, while 71% of combined group parents said this would be a factor, with 

8% saying it would not.  

   When asked if they would choose an urban public school if students at the school were 

of their child‟s ethnic origin, 57% of private/parochial parents responded negatively, while only 

9% gave positive responses.  If a school had a population of students whose ethnic origins were 

similar to their child‟s, 18% of public school parents said this would be a factor, but 46% said it 
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would not.  Forty-nine percent of the combined group disagreed that having all students at the 

school of similar ethnic origins as their child would not be a factor, while 15% said it would.   

When asked the same question about socioeconomic background, 41% of 

private/parochial school respondents disagreed and 18% agreed.  Students with similar 

socioeconomic backgrounds as their child‟s would be a factor for 24% of public school 

respondents, but not a factor for 33%, and it would be a factor for 22% of combined respondents, 

but not a factor for 36%.   

More instances of suspension or expulsion for severe discipline infractions drew positive 

responses from 38% of private/parochial respondents and negative responses from 24%.  Thirty-

eight percent of public school parents agreed that they would keep their child in an urban public 

school if there were more instances of suspension or expulsion for severe discipline infractions; 

however, 29% disagreed.  When asked if more instances of suspension or expulsion for severe 

discipline infractions would be a factor, 38% of the combined group agreed and 28% disagreed.   

Forty-four percent of private/parochial school parents surveyed agreed that classes for 

gifted and high-ability learners would influence their choice, while 11% gave negative responses 

to this question.  Class offerings for gifted and high-ability learners would be a factor for 86% of 

public school parents and not a factor for 7%.  Seventy-three percent of the combined group said 

that class offerings for gifted and high-ability learners would be a factor, while eight percent 

disagreed.   

When asked if they would choose an urban public school for their child if special 

education students were placed in separate classes, 48% of private/parochial school parents  

responded negatively and 18% positively, while 51% of public school parents disagreed and 18% 
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agreed.  Placing special education students in separate classes would not be a factor for 50% of 

combined group parents, but would be for 18%.   

     Forty-one percent of private/parochial respondents agreed that they would choose an 

urban public school for their child if the teachers did not have to slow down learning to meet the 

needs of slower learners.  Twenty-two percent said that this would not be a factor.  Forty-four 

percent of public school respondents replied that if the teacher did not have to slow down 

instruction to meet the needs of slower learners they would keep their child in the school, while 

34% disagreed.  Teachers having to slow down learning to meet the needs of slower learners 

would be a factor for 44% of combined respondents, but not a factor for 30%.   

A majority of private/parochial parents, 78%, said that they would choose an urban 

public school for their child if there was less emphasis on standardized tests and more emphasis 

on learning for learning‟s sake.  Only 4% said this would not be a factor.  Less emphasis on 

standardized testing would be a factor for 83% of public school parents, while 6% responded that 

it would not be a factor, and eighty-one percent of the combined group said that less emphasis on 

standardized tests and more emphasis on learning for learning‟s sake would be a factor in their 

decision to choose an urban public school, while 5% said it would not.   

When grouped into categories that correlate with the research questions, 80% of the 

questions dealing with instructional variables received a positive response from the 

private/parochial parents, while 90% received a positive response from public school parents and 

the combined group as well, indicating that these would be factors in their school selection.  One 

hundred percent of questions relating to school structure received a negative response from 

private school parents.  Fifty-seven percent of structure-related questions received a negative 

response from public school parents, and 71.4% of the structure questions received negative 
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responses from the combined group, indicating these would not be factors in their school choice 

decisions.  Student management, or discipline, questions received a positive response from all 

groups, indicating these would be factors for them when choosing a school for their child.     

In the forced choice section of the questionnaire, questions 21-30, respondents were 

asked to choose the one out of three scenarios that would be their preference in an urban public 

school setting.  As a response to question 21, 47% of private/parochial school parents chose a no- 

tolerance policy for violent infractions, 40% chose positive discipline techniques, and 13% chose 

a school-wide discipline program.  In the public school group, 42% said that positive discipline 

techniques would be a variable, 36% chose a no-tolerance policy and 23% said a school-wide 

discipline program would influence their choice.  For this first scenario choice, 41.1% of the 

combined group respondents chose positive discipline techniques, 39.4% chose a no-tolerance 

discipline policy, and 19.4% chose a school-wide discipline program (Table 4.4).  

 Table 4.4 Responses to forced choice scenario question 21  

Scenario 

Pri/par  

Freq 

Pri/par  

% 

Public 

Freq 

Public       

%      

Combined 

Freq 

Combined 

% 

No-tolerance 

policy 

26 47 43 36 69 39.4 

School-wide 

discipline 

7 13 27 23 34 19.4 

Positive 

discipline 

22 40 50 42 72 41.1 

 

Table 4.5 shows the responses to the second forced-choice question.  Fifty-one percent of 

private/parochial school respondents to question 22 chose placement of students in classes based 

on academic achievement as their preference over college preparation classes and AP and  
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Table 4.5 Responses to forced choice scenario question 22 

Scenario 

Pri/par  

Freq 

Pri/par  

% 

Public 

Freq 

Public       

%      

Combined 

Freq 

Combined 

% 

Placed in 

classes based 

on academic 

achievement 

 

 

 

28 

 

 

 

51 

 

 

 

56 

 

 

 

47 84 48.0 

College 

preparation 

offerings 

 

 

14 

 

 

25 

 

 

31 

 

 

26 45 25.7 

More AP and 

honors 

classes 

 

 

12 

 

 

22 

 

 

33 

 

 

28 45 25.7 

 

honors classes.  In the public school group, 47% said that classes based on academic 

achievement would be a factor, 28% chose more AP and honors classes, and 26% selected 

college preparation classes as a factor that would influence their decision.  Forty-eight percent of 

the combined group respondents chose an urban public school in which students were placed in 

classes based on academic achievement, 25.7% chose college preparation offerings, and 25.7% 

chose more advanced placement and honors classes.   

 When given scenarios of grade organization, free and reduced lunch percentages, and 

foreign language instruction in question 23, the majority of private/parochial school respondents, 

40%, chose the scenario with 50% free and reduced lunch over those with 75% and 25% free and 

reduced lunch scenarios.  Fifty-two percent of public school parents chose a school with a grade 

3-5 structure, 50% free and reduced lunch, and foreign language instruction, 25% chose a grade 

1-5 structure, 25% free and reduced lunch, and no foreign language, and 23% selected a PreK-5 

structure, 75% free and reduced lunch, and foreign language instruction.  In the combined group,  
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Table 4.6 Responses to forced choice scenario question 23 

Scenario 

Pri/par  

Freq 

Pri/par  

% 

Public 

Freq 

Public       

%      

Combined 

Freq 

Combined 

% 

PK-5, 75% 

FRL, foreign 

lang 

11 20 27 23 38 21.7 

1-5, 25% 

FRL, no 

foreign lang 

18 33 30 25 48 27.4 

3-5, 50% 

FRL, foreign 

lang 

22 40 63 52 85 48.6 

 

48.6% chose a scenario with a 3-5 grade structure, 50% free and reduced lunch, and foreign 

language instruction.  27.4% chose grades 1-5, 25% free and reduced lunch, and no foreign 

language, and 21.7% chose grades PreK-5, 75% free and reduced lunch, and foreign language 

instruction (Table 4.6). 

 Fifty-three percent of private/parochial respondents chose a school with equal ethnic 

percentages over schools with a 60%:40% ethnic ratio of White to minority or minority to White. 

Fifty-eight percent of public school respondents said that a school with equal ethnic percentages 

would be a factor in their selection of a school, 33% said a 60% to 40% White to minority ratio 

would be a factor, and 4% responded that a 40% White and 60% minority population would be a 

factor in choosing a school.   For the combined group, 56.6% chose an urban public school with 

equal percentages of Black, White, and Hispanic students, 35.4% chose a school that was 60% 

White and 40% ethnic minority, and 2.9% chose a school that was 40% White and 60% ethnic 

minority (Table 4.7).   
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Table 4.7 Responses to forced choice scenario question 24  

Scenario 

Pri/par  

Freq 

Pri/par  

% 

Public 

Freq 

Public       

%      

Combined 

Freq 

Combined 

% 

Equal ethnic 

percentages  

29 53 70 58 99 56.6 

60% White, 

40% minority 

22 40 40 33 62 35.4 

40% White, 

60% minority 

0 0 5 4 5 2.9 

 

The next question asked about ethnicity (Table 4.8), and both a school with an ethnically diverse 

population and a school that ethnically represented the respondent‟s neighborhood received a 

40% response rate from the private/parochial group, while an ethnic population similar to the 

respondent‟s was only a factor in 16% of the responses.   

Table 4.8 Responses to forced choice scenario question 25  

Scenario 

Pri/par  

Freq 

Pri/par  

% 

Public 

Freq 

Public       

%      

Combined 

Freq 

Combined 

% 

Ethnically 

reflects 

neighborhood  

22 40 35 29 57 32.6 

Ethnically 

diverse 

22 40 79 66 101 57.7 

Ethnicity 

similar to own 

9 16 6 5 15 8.6 

 

Sixty-six percent of public school parents said they would keep their child in an ethnically 

diverse school, as opposed to 29% who chose a school that ethnically reflected their 

neighborhood, and 5% who chose a school whose ethnic population was similar to theirs.  For 
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the combined group 57.7% of respondents chose an urban public school with an ethnically 

diverse population, 32.6% chose one that ethnically reflected the parent‟s neighborhood, and 

8.6% chose a school whose population was ethnically similar to their own. 

Table 4.9 Responses to forced choice scenario question 26  

Scenario 

Pri/par  

Freq 

Pri/par  

% 

Public 

Freq 

Public       

%      

Combined 

Freq 

Combined 

% 

9-12, $30K, 

12AP  

5 9 35 29 40 22.9 

8-12, $50K, 

10AP 

18 33 61 51 79 45.1 

10-12, $75K, 

8AP 

27 49 21 18 48 27.4 

 

Again, given demographic scenarios in question 26 (Table 4.9), 49% of the 

private/parochial school respondents chose a school whose population had a median income of 

$75,000 and included grades 10-12 and 8 AP classes over incomes of $30,000, grades 9-12, and 

12 AP classes, and $50,000, grades 8-12, and 10 AP classes.  For the public school group, 51% 

chose a school that had an 8-12 structure, a median income of $50,000, and 10 AP classes,   

29% chose grades 9-12, a $30,000 annual income, and 12 AP classes, and 18% chose grades 10-

12, an annual income of $75,000, and 8 AP classes.  For the combined group, 45.1% chose a 

grade 8-12 structure, $50,000 median income, and 10 advanced placement classes, 27.4% chose 

grades 10-12, $75,000 income, and eight AP classes, and 22.9% chose grades 9-12, $30,000 

income, and 12 AP classes. 

For question 27, 71% of private/parochial school respondents chose fair, businesslike 

teachers as a deciding factor in their choice of school as opposed to 15% who chose strict, no-

nonsense teachers and 13% who chose lenient, understanding teachers.   
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Table 4.10 Responses to forced choice scenario question 27  

Scenario 

Pri/par  

Freq 

Pri/par  

% 

Public 

Freq 

Public       

%      

Combined 

Freq 

Combined 

% 

Strict, no-

nonsense 

teachers 

8 15 14 12 22 12.6 

Lenient 

teachers 

7 13 5 4 12 6.9 

Fair, business-

like teachers 

39 71 100 83 139 79.4 

 

Eighty-three percent of public school respondents said they would keep their child in an urban 

public school that had fair businesslike teachers, while 12% chose strict, no-nonsense teachers, 

and 4% chose lenient, understanding teachers.  For the combined group, 79.4% said that fair, 

businesslike teachers would be a factor in their choice, 12.6% chose strict no-nonsense teachers, 

and 6.9% chose lenient teachers as a deciding factor (Table 4.10).   

Seventy-six percent of private/parochial parents surveyed responded that a school that 

was ethnically reflective of its attendance zone would be a factor that influenced their decision, 

while 15% said a school that was ethnically homogeneous with students of their own ethnic 

background would be a factor, and 2% chose a school that was forced to integrate ethnic 

minorities.  For public school respondents, 83% chose a school that ethnically reflected its 

attendance zone as a factor that would influence them to keep their child in an urban public 

school, eight percent chose a school with an ethnically homogeneous population similar to theirs, 

and another 8% selected a school that was forced to integrate minorities into its population.  An 

urban public school that was ethnically reflective of its attendance zone was chosen by 81.1% of  
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Table 4.11 Responses to forced choice scenario question 28  

Scenario 

Pri/par  

Freq 

Pri/par  

% 

Public 

Freq 

Public       

%      

Combined 

Freq 

Combined 

% 

Forced 

integration 

1 2 10 8 11 6.3 

Reflect attend.  

zone ethnicity 

42 76 100 83 142 81.1 

Reflect own 

ethnicity 

8 15 10 8 18 10.3 

 

combined respondents to the next question.  An ethnically homogeneous school consisting of 

students of the respondent‟s ethnic background was chosen by 10.3%, and a school that was 

forced to integrate ethnic minorities was chosen by 6.3% (Table 4.11).   

 In the next scenario as shown in Table 4.12, 44% of private/parochial school respondents 

said that a school that offered rewards for positive behavior would influence their choice, 27% 

chose a school with a conflict mediation program, and 25% said increased suspensions and 

expulsions for behavior infractions would be a deciding factor for them.   

Table 4.12 Responses to forced choice scenario question 29  

Scenario 

Pri/par  

Freq 

Pri/par  

% 

Public 

Freq 

Public       

%      

Combined 

Freq 

Combined 

% 

Rewards for 

behavior 

24 44 59 49 83 47.4 

Conflict 

mediation 

15 27 45 38 60 34.3 

Increased 

suspension & 

expulsion 

14 25 14 12 28 16.0 
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In the public school group, 49% of the respondents chose rewards for positive behavior as a 

factor in selection of a school, 38% chose a conflict mediation program, and 12% chose an 

increased rate of suspensions and expulsions for behavior infractions.  Sixteen percent of the 

combined group said they would choose a school that increased their rate of suspensions and 

expulsions for behavior infractions, while 34.3% chose a school with a conflict mediation 

program, and 47.4% chose a school that offered rewards for positive behavior. 

 Finally, for question 30, 44% of private/parochial school respondents chose a K-5, 6-8, 9-

12 grade structure, 29% chose K-2, 3-5, 6-8, 9-12, and 22% chose K-8, 9-12.  Fifty-one percent 

of public school parents responded that a K-5, 6-8, 9-12 structure would influence them to keep 

their child in an urban public school, while 28% chose a K-8, 9-12 structure, and 20% chose K-2, 

3-5, 6-8, 9-12.  For the combined group, 41.7% chose K-5, 6-8, and 9-12, 36.6% chose K-2, 3-5, 

6-8, 9-12, and 19.4% chose K-8, 9-12 (Table 4.13).   

Table 4.13 Responses to forced choice scenario question 30  

Scenario 

Pri/par  

Freq 

Pri/par  

% 

Public 

Freq 

Public       

%      

Combined 

Freq 

Combined 

% 

K-5, 6-8, 9-12 24 44 61 51 73 41.7 

K-8, 9-12 12 22 34 28 34 19.4 

K-2, 3-5,      

6-8, 9-12 

16 29 24 20 64 36.6 

 

Statistical Analysis of Questionnaire. 

 Questions one through twenty were analyzed using descriptive statistics and an 

independent samples t-test that compared private/parochial with public school responses.  Values 

from 1-5 were given to answers to correspond to the Likert Scale used, with 1 being strongly 

disagree, 2-disagree, 3-somewhat agree, 4-agree, and 5-strongly agree.  The group statistics  
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Table 4.14 Group statistics for questions 1-20 

Question      Pri/Pub N Mean Std. Deviation 

1 Private 

Public 

55 

119 

2.69 

4.17 

1.016 

0.942 

2 Private 

Public 

55 

119 

2.62 

3.39 

0.952 

1.166 

3 Private 

Public 

55 

118 

3.25 

3.64 

1.075 

1.066 

4 Private 

Public 

55 

119 

2.42 

2.82 

0.917 

1.205 

5 Private 

Public 

54 

118 

2.28 

2.86 

0.940 

1.053 

6 Private 

Public 

55 

119 

3.42 

4.03 

1.100 

0.991 

7 Private 

Public 

55 

120 

2.71 

3.79 

1.012 

0.859 

8 Private 

Public 

54 

119 

3.22 

3.74 

1.127 

0.838 

9 Private 

Public 

55 

118 

3.91 

4.68 

1.005 

0.639 

10 Private 

Public 

55 

120 

2..82 

3.98 

1.002 

0.893 

11 Private 

Public 

54 

119 

3.67 

4.50 

1.009 

0.780 

12 Private 

Public 

55 

120 

3.27 

4.33 

0.138 

0.070 

13 Private 

Public 

54 

119 

3.37 

4.39 

0.996 

0.805 

14 Private 

Public 

55 

120 

2.40 

2.65 

0.830 

1.026 

15 Private 

Public 

55 

120 

2.73 

2.89 

0.870 

0.977 

16 Private 

Public 

53 

120 

3.30 

3.16 

1.119 

1.061 

17 Private 

Public 

55 

120 

3.56 

4.38 

0.977 

0.891 

18 Private 

Public 

55 

119 

2.76 

2.54 

0.999 

1.095 

19 Private 

Public 

55 

120 

3.44 

3.24 

1.135 

1.237 

20 Private 

Public 

55 

120 

4.25 

4.38 

0.886 

0.971 

reported the mean for responses to questions 1-20 for both private/parochial and public school 

respondents (Table 4.14).  These statistics were used in a t-test to determine the level of 
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statistical significance between private/parochial and public answers. Since there was a 

statistically significant difference between the variances of the groups, the Levene‟s test for 

equality of variances was used (Table 4.15).  A statistically significant difference between 

answers of private/parochial and public school parents occurred for questions 1-13 and 17.  An 

examination of the responses to these questions reveals that advanced placement and honors 

offerings is an important variable for public school parents; however, private/parochial parents 

say that it would not influence them to choose an urban public school for their child.  Public 

school parents found a K-8 structure to be a variable that would influence them, but 

private/parochial parents did not.  Severe consequences for misbehavior would be an influential 

variable for public school parents, while private/parochial parents are neutral for that variable.  

Private/parochial parents disagreed with a K-3, 4-8, 9-12 structure as a variable that would 

influence them, while public school parents were split on that variable.  Private/parochial parents 

also disagreed that a specific integration policy would influence them to choose an urban public 

school for their child, but public school parents were neutral on that variable.  While both groups 

answered positively to the factor of grouping students with similar academic ability, public 

school parents overwhelmingly agreed, while private/parochial parents were neutral.  

Socioeconomic diversity would influence the decision of public school parents, but not 

private/parochial.  Public school respondents said that strict rules would influence their choice, 

while private/parochial parents were neutral on that variable.  Both groups were in agreement 

that better college preparation would influence their decision; however, 92% public agreed but 

only 68% private/parochial.  Ethnic diversity was a variable for public school parents, but not for 

private/parochial.  Both agreed on high level course offerings, but public school parents agreed at  
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Table 4.15 T-test results for questions 1-20 

Question Levene‟s 

F 

Levene‟s 

Sig. 

T Sig. 

(2-tailed) 

d r 

1 1.008 .317 -9.122 .000 1.510 0.602 

2 7.010 .009 -4.649 .000 0.723 0.340 

3 0.141 .708 -2.225 .028 0.364 0.179 

4 10.373 .002 -2.445 .016 0.373 0.183 

5 1.768 .185 -3.654 .000 0.581 0.279 

6 3.172 .077 -3.538 .001 0.582 0.279 

7 5.863 .016 -6.877 .000 1.150 0.498 

8 8.274 .005 -3.015 .003 0.523 0.253 

9 18.058 .000 -5.204 .000 0.914 0.415 

10 5.400 .021 -7.332 .000 1.222 0.521 

11 8.890 .003 -5.355 .000 0.920 0.418 

12 11.201 .001 -6.780 .000 9.687 0.979 

13 4.556 .034 -6.639 .000 1.126 0.490 

14 2.609 .108 -1.713 .089 0.267 0.132 

15 0.016 .901 -1.115 .267 0.172 0.086 

16 0.431 .512 0.790 .432 0.128 0.064 

17 2.386 .124 -5.296 .000 0.877 0.401 

18 1.729 .190 1.344 .182 0.209 0.104 

19 0.850 .358 1.024 .308 0.168 0.083 

20 0.065 .799 -0.810 .420 0.139 0.069 

*p<.05 

91%, while 57% of private/parochial parents agreed.  Again, both agreed on technology as a 

variable, but 86% of public school parents agreed and 44% private/parochial.  The ability to 

accumulate college credits was a factor for 85% of public school respondents and for 40% of 

private/parochial parents.  Eighty–six percent of public school parents agreed that offering 

classes for gifted and high-ability learners would influence their decision, while 44% of 
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private/parochial parents agreed.  Question 14, which asked if respondents would choose a 

school whose population was of similar ethnicity to their child, showed no statistically 

significant difference in the answers of both groups.  Both private/parochial and public 

responded that would not be a factor.  There was also no statistically significant difference in 

answers when the factor was socioeconomic similarity to their child‟s.  Again, both groups 

agreed that this would not be a factor in their decision.  No statistically significant difference was 

shown when more instances of suspension or expulsion for discipline was the variable.  

Respondents were neutral in their answers to that question.  There was no statistically significant 

difference in private/parochial and public school parents‟ answers for special education students 

being placed in separate classes.  The majority of both groups disagreed with that variable.  Both 

groups responded neutrally to the variable of the teacher slowing down instruction for slower 

learners, so the difference between the groups was not statistically significant.  Both groups 

strongly agreed that less emphasis on standardized tests and more emphasis on learning for 

learning‟s sake would be a factor in their school choice decision with no statistically significant 

difference between their answers. 

 To measure the magnitude of the observed differences between the private/parochial 

group and the public group, the effect size (r) for each Likert Scale question was calculated using  

Cohen‟s d.  Cohen gives the following guidelines for the social sciences: small effect size, r = 

0.1-0.23; medium effect size, r = 0.24-0.36; large effect size, r = 0.37 or larger.  Questions that 

showed small effect sizes were 3, behavioral consequences, 4, K-3, 4-8, 9-12, 14, ethnically 

homogeneous, 15, socioeconomically homogeneous, 16, suspension/expulsion for serious 

offenses, 18, separate classes for special education, 19, teacher not slowing down for slow 

learners, and 20, less emphasis on testing.  Questions with medium effect sizes were 2, K-8 
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structure, 5, specific integration policy, 6, classes with similar abilities, and 8, strict rules.  

Questions with large effect sizes were 1, AP and honors classes, 7, socioeconomically diverse, 9, 

college prep, 10, ethnically diverse, 11, high level courses, 12, technology classes, 13, college 

credits, and 17, gifted offerings.  Questions with an effect size greater than 0.2 are considered to 

have substantial differences.  Twelve of the twenty Likert Scale questions had substantial 

differences (Table 4.15).    

 Next, independent samples t-tests were run for three composite variables to determine if 

there were statistically significant differences between private/parochial responses and public 

school responses in each of the composite categories.  Each variable included the scores of all 

items within each of the three research question categories: instruction, structure, and discipline.  

The total mean scores in each category were: instruction, 4.0067, discipline, 3.4320, and 

structure, 3.0562.  For the total group, the highest agreement was with instructional variables as 

having an influence on parents to choose an urban public school for their child.  Discipline 

variables were second and structure variables had the least agreement as being factors that would 

influence them to choose an urban public school.  Results indicated a statistically significant 

difference between private/parochial and public school respondents for the instruction and 

structure composites, and no statistically significant difference for the discipline composite.  For 

both private/parochial parents and public school parents, instruction variables would influence 

them the most, followed by discipline, with structure being the least influential variable category. 

Effect sizes showed substantial differences between groups for instruction and structure, but not 

for discipline (Table 4.16).   

 Finally, a factor analysis was run on questions 1-20 to determine the relative weights of 

each variable across three components.  Relationships between variables were sought.  The  
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Table 4.16 Group statistics, independent t-test, and effect size for three composite variables 

Composite 

Variable 

P_P N Mean SD t Sig d r 

Instruction Pri/par 

Public 

53 

115 

3.4835 

4.2478 

0.71178 

0.56390 

-6.885 .000 1.190 0.511 

Discipline Pri/par 

Public 

52 

117 

3.2436 

3.5157 

0.91255 

0.83562 

-1.835 .070 0.310 0.153 

Structure Pri/par 

Public 

54 

114 

2.6872 

3.2310 

0.60477 

0.50781 

-5.720 

 

.000 0.973 0.437 

*p<.05             

factor analysis demonstrated relationships between questions 1, 2, 7, 9, 11, 12, 13, 17, and 20, 

which fell into component 1.  Component 2 was found to contain questions 3, 4, 5, 8, and 16.  

Relationships were found between questions 6, 14, 15, 18, and 19, which fell into Component 3.  

Question 10 was eliminated from the factor analysis since it was very similar to another question 

and provided very little explanative value.  

For questions 21-30, the forced choice scenarios, data were analyzed using cross 

tabulations and a Chi Square.  Because some of the cells had an expected frequency of five or 

less, the Fisher‟s exact test was used.  The Chi Square test was performed to see if there was a 

relationship between what type of school their child attended and the parents‟ responses to the 

forced choice items.  It can be noted from Table 4.17 that three of the ten questions were found 

to show a significant difference between private/parochial and public school expected and 

observed values.  For the remainder of the questions, the Chi-Square results indicated that 

private/parochial and public school respondents were equally likely to choose the same response.  

For question 21, the first of the forced choice questions, no cells had expected counts less than 
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five and the Chi-Square showed no significant difference between observed and expected values 

(Table 4.18).  Table 4.19 displays the Crosstab results for question 22.  Again, no cells contained  

Table 4.17 Chi-square comparison frequencies of variables that attract and retain middle-

income families to urban public schools for questions 21-30 

Variable N 

Pearson  

Chi-square df 

Asymp. Sig.  

(2-sided) 

FC 1 175 3.131 2 .209 

FC 2 174 0.609 2 .738 

FC 3 171 1.996 2 .369 

FC 4 166 0.236 1 .627 

FC 5 173 11.512* 2 .003 

FC 6 167 23.568 2 .000 

FC 7 173 5.027* 2 .081 

FC 8 171 4.102* 2 .129 

FC 9 171 5.905 2 .052 

FC 10 171 52.735 2 .000 

*Cells have expected count less than 5. 

 

Table 4.18 Crosstab results for question 21 

Forced Choice 1 Private/parochial 

Count and % 

Public Total 

No tolerance 26 

37.7% 

43 

62.3% 

69 

100.0% 

School-wide 

discipline prog. 

7 

20.6% 

27 

79.4% 

34 

100.0% 

Positive 

discipline 

22 

30.6% 

50 

69.4% 

72 

100.0% 

Total 55 

31.4% 

120 

68.6% 

175 

100.0% 
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Table 4.19 Crosstab results for question 22 

Forced Choice 2 Private/parochial 

Count and % 

Public Total 

Placed in classes 

based on acad. 

28 

33.3% 

56 

66.7% 

84 

100% 

College prep 14 

31.1% 

31 

68.9% 

45 

100.0% 

AP & honors 12 

26.7% 

33 

73.3% 

45 

100.0% 

Total 54 

31.0% 

120 

69.0% 

174 

100.0% 

 

an expected count of less than five, and the Chi-Square showed no significant difference between 

observed and expected values.  Question 23, which was the first scenario forced choice question, 

zero cells had expected counts less than five, and there was no significant difference (Table 

4.20).  For the fourth forced choice question (Table 4.21), no cell counts were expected to be less 

than five, and the Chi-Square showed no significant differences between groups.   

 

Table 4.20 Crosstab results for question 23 

Forced Choice 3 Private/parochial 

Count and % 

Public Total 

1-5, 25%FRL, no 

foreign language 

18 

37.5% 

30 

62.5% 

48 

100.0% 

3-5, 50% FRL, 

foreign language 

22 

25.9% 

63 

74.1% 

85 

100.0% 

PK-5, 75% FRL, 

foreign language 

11 

28.9% 

27 

71.1% 

38 

100.0% 

Total 51 

29.8% 

120 

70.2% 

171 

100.% 
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Table 4.21 Crosstab results for question 24 

Forced Choice 4 Private/parochial 

Count and % 

Public Total 

Equal ethnic 

percentages 

29 

29.3% 

70 

70.7% 

99 

100.0% 

60% White 

40% eth.min. 

22 

32.8% 

45 

67.2% 

67 

100.0% 

60% eth.min. 

40% White 

0 

0.0% 

5 

100.0% 

5 

100.0% 

Total 51 

30.7% 

120 

70.2% 

171 

100.% 

 

Table 4.22 Crosstab results for question 25 

Forced Choice 5 Private/parochial 

Count and % 

Public Total 

Ethnically reflect 

Neighborhood 

22 

38.6% 

35 

61.4% 

57 

100.0% 

Ethnicity similar 

to respondent 

9 

60% 

6 

40.0% 

15 

100.0% 

Ethnically 

Diverse 

22 

21.8% 

79 

78.2% 

101 

100.0% 

Total 53 

30.6% 

120 

69.4% 

173 

100.0% 

 

For question 25, which also asked about ethnic populations of the school, one cell had an 

expected count of 4.60, and the Chi-Square showed a statistically significant difference between 

observed and expected responses (Table 4.22).  Question 26 was another scenario question.  

There were no cells with an expected count less than five and the Chi-Square showed a 

statistically significant difference between expected and observed responses (Table 4.23).  

 Question 27 had one cell with a minimum expected count of 3.75.  The Chi-Square 
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Table 4.23 Crosstab results for question 26 

Forced Choice 6 Private/parochial 

Count and % 

Public Total 

9-12, $30K, 12 

AP classes 

5 

12.5% 

35 

87.5% 

40 

100.0% 

8-12, $50K, 10 

AP classes 

18 

22.8% 

61 

77.2% 

79 

100.0% 

10-12, $75K, 8 

AP classes 

27 

56.3% 

21 

43.8% 

48 

100.0% 

Total 50 

29.9% 

117 

70.1% 

167 

100.0% 

 

Table 4.24 Crosstab results for question 27 

Forced Choice 7 Private/parochial 

Count and % 

Public Total 

Lenient teachers 7 

58.3% 

5 

41.7% 

12 

100.0% 

Fair, businesslike 

teachers 

39 

28.1% 

100 

71.9% 

139 

100.0% 

Strict, no- 

nonsense 

teachers 

8 

36.4% 

14 

63.6% 

22 

100.0% 

Total 54 

31.2% 

119 

68.8% 

173 

100.0% 

 

showed no statistically significant difference between observed and expected responses (Table 

4.24). 

Forced choice question number 28 had one cell with an expected count of 3.28.  The Chi 

Square showed no statistically significant difference (Table 4.25).  The ninth forced choice  
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Table 4.25 Crosstab results for question 28 

Forced Choice 8 Private/parochial 

Count and % 

Public Total 

Forced 

integration 

1 

9.1% 

10 

90.9% 

11 

100.0% 

Ethnically reflect 

attendance zone 

42 

29.6% 

100 

70.4% 

142 

100.0% 

Ethnically 

homogeneous 

with 

respondent‟s 

ethnicity 

8 

44.4% 

10 

55.6% 

18 

100.0% 

Total 51 

29.8% 

120 

70.2% 

171 

100.0% 

 

Table 4.26 Crosstab results for question 29 

Forced Choice 9 Private/parochial 

Count and % 

Public Total 

Conflict 

mediation  

15 

25.0% 

45 

75.0% 

60 

100.0% 

Increases 

suspension & 

expulsion 

14 

50.0% 

14 

50.0% 

28 

100.0% 

Rewards for 

positive behavior 

24 

28.9% 

59 

71.1% 

83 

100.0% 

Total 53 

31.0% 

118 

69.0% 

171 

100.0% 

 

question asked about student management, or discipline, and had no cells with an expected count 

less than five.  There was no statistically significant difference between actual and expected 
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responses (Table 4.26).  Finally, the last forced choice question asked about the structure of a 

school.  No cells had an expected count of less than five.  The Chi-Square showed that there was 

a statistically significant difference between the actual and expected responses (Table 4.27). 

Table 4.27 Crosstab results for question 30 

Forced Choice 10 Private/parochial 

Count and % 

Public Total 

K-2, 3-5, 6-8, 9-12 40 

62.5% 

24 

37.5% 

64 

100.0% 

K-5, 6-8, 9-12 12 

16.4% 

61 

83.6% 

73 

100.0% 

K-8, 9-12 0 

0% 

34 

100.0% 

34 

100.0% 

Total 52 

30.4% 

119 

69.6% 

171 

100.0% 

 

Interviews 

Demographics for interviewees. 

A total of six interviews were conducted; three with parents of private/parochial school 

children and three with parents of public school children.  Pseudonyms were assigned to each 

participant.  Public 1 was Caucasian with one child in a Norfolk Public School.  She attended 

both private and public schools as a child, while her husband attended public school for his entire 

K-12 education.  Both have master‟s degrees and are moderately involved at their child‟s school.  

Their annual household income falls between $100,000 and $120,000.  Public 2 was Caucasian 

with one child in a Norfolk Public School.  She attended 20 different schools before high school, 

mostly public, and her husband attended public schools.  She holds a doctorate and her spouse 

has a master‟s.  They are not very involved at their child‟s school.  She reported a family annual 
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income of between $100,000 and $120,000.  Public 3 was African-American with one child in a 

Norfolk Public School.  She and her spouse attended public schools.  She has a master‟s degree, 

and her husband has a high school diploma.  She is very involved in the PTA at her child‟s 

school.  Their reported annual income is between $75,000 and $99,999.  Private/parochial 1 was 

Caucasian with two children who attend private school.  She attended both private and public 

schools, while her husband attended only public.  She holds a bachelor‟s degree; her husband 

holds a master‟s degree.  She reported being fairly involved at her child‟s school.  Their annual 

income is between $75,000 and $99,999.  Private/parochial 2 was Caucasian with two children at 

parochial school.  She and her spouse attended public schools.  She has a master‟s degree and her 

husband a bachelor‟s.  She reported being very involved at her children‟s school.  Her family‟s 

annual income is between $100,000 and $120,000.  Private/parochial 3 was Caucasian with one 

child at a private school.  She attended private school, while her husband attended public.  She 

has a bachelor‟s degree; her spouse has two master‟s degrees, and she is extremely involved in 

her child‟s school.  She reports their annual income as between $100,000 and $120,000.  These 

are representative samples of middle-income families in Norfolk, Virginia.  

Interview responses. 

Interview responses were analyzed using the constant comparative method.  Responses 

were categorized as relating to instruction, school organizational structure, or student 

management (discipline) to match each research sub-question.  A fourth category, miscellaneous 

yet noteworthy, was maintained to document responses relative to the overarching research 

question but not related to any of the four sub-questions.  Responses were also categorized as 

Private/parochial or public.  The interview consisted of 15 questions and 11 probes.   
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Interviewees were first asked to describe the decision making process their family went 

through when deciding on a school for their children and what factors they considered in their 

choice.  All responded that they did thorough investigations of all options.  Public 2 used the 

word agony to describe the process.  She stated that, when making the decision, she was very 

concerned with facilities and safety and added that foreign language, gifted programs, and fine 

arts offerings were factors for her family, as well.  All public school respondents and 

Private/parochial 1 and 2 reported the school environment and community feel of the school as 

being factors in their decision.  Private/parochial 2 and 3 and Public 3 said that extracurricular 

activities at the school influenced their decision, and Private/parochial 3 and Public 2 and 3 

stated that grade structure was a factor for them.  They shared that they preferred a K-8 school 

structure.  Public 3 also expressed concern over middle school, “I was very concerned about 

where he was going to attend middle school, and that‟s why we decided to apply to a K-8 

school.”  All respondents said that safety was extremely important to them and played a large 

part in their decision making.  Private/parochial 1 stated the size of the school was an important 

factor in her family‟s decision.  Quality of instruction was a factor for Private/parochial 2 and 3, 

and religious instruction was a factor for Private/parochial 2.  Emphasis on testing and wanting 

to move away from the Standards of Learning tests was the most important factor for 

Private/parochial 2.  For Private/parochial 1, proximity to home was the most important factor.  

Private/parochial 3, who was a military respondent, looked at whether the school could prepare 

her child for graduation.  Public 2 and Public 3 identified themselves as public school advocates, 

and Public 3 said her family would not consider any school but a public school.  Public 1 said, “I 

think for us it was either live in a good, safe area and go to a public school, or live in a more 

average neighborhood and pay to go to a private school.”   Public 1 also said that she was 
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looking for good reading scores and a diverse population.  She said, “I wanted something more 

realistic to life.”   

The next question asked parents what they really liked about their child‟s current school.  

Public 1 said that she liked the community and parental involvement and the quality of the 

teaching staff.  She said, “I just like the atmosphere.  I think my child learns pretty well in that 

atmosphere.”  When asked if she liked these things enough that she would ignore perceived 

problems at the school, she replied that it would depend on what the problems were, and when 

she knew that, she would weigh them against the benefits.  Public 2 stated that she liked the 

administration, the other parents, and the fact that the teachers lived and worked in the 

community.  When asked if she could ignore perceived problems at her current school, she stated 

that she and her family re-examine their decision weekly and the physical safety of her child is 

paramount and cannot be compromised, and so, the condition of the building would force her to 

move.  Public 3 said she liked the people at her child‟s school, and that it was like a big family 

there.  She added that she liked all the extra academic events and activities at the school.  She 

stated that those benefits however, would not cause her to ignore perceived problems.  She 

would not keep her child in an unsafe environment if discipline was not being handled at the 

school.  Private/parochial 1 said that the thing she liked best about her child‟s school was its size.  

She said, “I think small, small, schools.  Schools need to get smaller.”  She went on to explain 

that it was easy for decisions and changes to be made very quickly because of the small size.  

She also liked the parental involvement at her child‟s school.  She stated that the size and level of 

involvement added a homey feeling to the school. When asked if she would be able to ignore 

perceived problems, she stated that there is one that her family is ignoring already.  She stated 

that she worries how her children will be affected by going to school with all well-to-do families.  
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Private/parochial 2 said that because of the small class size at her children‟s school, they are able 

to receive individualized attention, and the school has a loving family atmosphere.  When probed 

about what problems she could and could not ignore at the school, she stated that she would not 

be able to keep her child at a school if the quality of education was not up to par. 

Private/parochial 3 responded that she liked the fact that her child‟s school had many competitive 

teams and extracurricular activities.  She also stated that the fact that the school emphasized 

educating the whole child was appealing to her.  She stated that she liked these things enough 

that she would ignore perceived problems at the school.    

 Next, interviewees were asked what they disliked about their child‟s school.  Public 1 

said she was not a fan of teaching to the test and said, “The more my children are involved in 

school the more I see how much that‟s instituted and not instituted, and so that‟s my personal 

grievance.”   Public 2 responded that she did not like that there was very little opportunity for 

working parents to be involved in school activities.  She said she would like the opportunity to 

do some work at home for school events, so that she would feel invested in the activities.  Public 

3 shared that the distance from her home was a negative factor.  Private/parochial 3 responded 

that she did not like the fact that it took so long for newcomers to feel accepted into the private 

school community.  She shared, “I still feel like an outsider.  I don‟t feel accepted.”  

Private/parochial 2 said that she disliked the physical property of the school.  She wished they 

had more outside space for the children.  Private/parochial 1 shared that she did not like that the 

school was not their neighborhood school.  She said her family felt like they were visiting 

somebody else‟s school.  She also said she disliked having to pick her child up from school each 

day.   
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Interviewees were then asked if there was anything that would cause them to move their 

child to a different school.  Public 3 said that lack of student behavior management would cause 

her to leave.  She stated, “If there was no control over discipline, because I would feel like 

eventually my child could be a victim.”  Public 2 said the old facilities would cause her to move 

her child if conditions became unbearable.  Public 1 shared that she would move her child if the 

child was not learning at the appropriate level, or if there were conflicts that could not be 

resolved.  Private/parochial 3 said there was nothing that would cause her to move her child.  

Private/parochial 2 stated that she would move her child if the child‟s academic and emotional 

needs were not being met.  Private/parochial 1 said if the cost became prohibitive, she would 

move her child.   

When asked to share what factors were influencing them to stay at their current school, 

Public 1 said that her family was very satisfied where they were.  She stated that income was not 

a factor, and if her income were to increase substantially, her family would not consider private 

school an option.  Public 2 responded, “We are committed to public education.  That‟s number 

one, even though it tries us.”  She stated that income was not a factor.  They could afford private 

school, but wanted their child in public school.  For Public 3, excellent academics and small 

class size were what she named as the factors keeping her at her present school.  

Private/parochial 3 stated that the religious instruction was a strong influence to keep her child at 

her current school.  She also noted that the instruction was excellent, and if tuition were raised, 

she would try to find a way to make it work in order to keep her child there.  Private/parochial 2 

shared, “Putting them in private school meant I needed to go back to work, which I was happy to 

do at the end of the day.  I figured I‟d get one chance to give them the best education they can 
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possibly have, and if it meant I had to go back to work…”  Private/parochial 1 said that her 

children‟s comfort level was what kept her at her current school.   

Next, respondents were asked to share some of their perceived advantages of private 

school over public.  Class size was a unanimous answer from all respondents, both 

Private/parochial and Public.  Along with size, Private/parochial 1 said that a creative curriculum 

and the creative freedom given to teachers was something she thought was a private school 

advantage.  Private/parochial 2 stated that behavior management was an advantage in private 

schools.  She said, “We don‟t really lose class time on behavior issues, and that gives them 

(teachers) a lot more time to actually teach.”  Private/parochial 3 saw no advantages as the 

decision is unique for each individual child.  Public 1 and 3 both thought that class size was the 

only advantage of private schools.  Public 2 replied that facilities, the lunch room, and the K-8 

structure were private school advantages.  “Now, if we can get our middle schools in line, that‟s 

a whole different matter, but if we pull out (of public school) it will be for middle school, and 

that‟s a shame.”   

Interviewees were then asked what they perceived were some advantages of public 

schools over private.  Diversity and getting a real-world experience were the unanimous answers 

to this question.  Public 2 stated, “We want our child sitting next to children of color, children 

who struggle with poverty…and special needs.”  Diversity of teachers was also mentioned by 

Public 2, as was better academic preparation in general.  Public 3 stated that exposure to a wide 

range of children from different walks of life was the greatest advantage to her.  Public 1 stated 

that the community connection and expanded friend options were advantages that she saw in 

public schools.  Private/parochial 2 mentioned the middle school specialty programs and gifted 

offerings as being attractive to her, while Private/parochial 3 said that children are made aware of 
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the fact that not everyone has the same opportunities and advantages as they.  Private/parochial 1 

stated that although she saw diversity as an advantage of public school, she also saw it as a 

disadvantage. 

Money and “keeping up with the perceived standard that is not educational, that is more 

societal…,” were disadvantages of private schools noted by Public 1.  Public 2 felt that 

academics were not as rigorous and writing instruction not as good in private schools.  Public 3 

said that a perceived disadvantage of private school for her was, “Not a lot of exposure to the 

way the real world works or is.”  Private/parochial 1 said that not having socioeconomic 

diversity was a disadvantage in private school.  Some Catholic schools, according to 

Private/parochial 2, had funding problems and students were not getting the things they needed.  

Private/parochial 3 said that a disadvantage of private schools was that “they are still living in a 

bubble and not in the real world.”   

Large class size was a unanimous perceived disadvantage of public schools.  

Private/parochial 2 stated, “Well, I think having the curriculum dictated by the legislature is 

probably the largest disadvantage.  I‟d feel a lot more comfortable with public school if I felt like 

educators had a say in what went on.  I feel like there are some amazing teachers in public 

school, but their hands are tied.”  She went on to say, “And there‟s always the behavior 

management issues...It‟s distracting and difficult for some of the children that come from 

families where that sort of behavior is not tolerated or expected.  It takes away from time they 

could be learning.”  Private/parochial 1 said that although she mentioned lack of socioeconomic 

diversity as a disadvantage of private schools, she is torn because she also sees socioeconomics 

as a negative of public schools.  She stated, “…Unfortunately, some of these kids are not being 

brought up in families where they are taught to respect adults and don‟t understand that people 
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have personal space.  You know, just like basic stuff that I think can sometimes become a 

distraction in the classroom.”  Private/parochial 3 had strong feelings about this question.  “I 

think that public education has gotten a bad rap by the media watering down the importance of 

the time and commitment that is put into curriculum, training, specific programs.  I think that the 

overall opinion of the general public I hang out with has soured towards public education 

because I think the media in general likes to pick up on bad things and bad stories instead of 

speaking about the programs and the people that are helped through public education.”  Public 1 

stated that lack of freedom to deviate from the standards of learning was a disadvantage of public 

schools.  Public 2 mentioned aging facilities and a wider range of abilities for teachers to 

accommodate as disadvantages of public schools and Public 3 thought lack of funding was 

public schools‟ biggest drawback next to large class size.   

Participants were then asked if they would prefer their child in a class with like ability 

students or in a mixed-ability class.  Public 3 stated that, because of lack of funding and 

resources for effective differentiation, she would prefer her son to be in a class with students of 

similar ability.  Public 2 asked if the researcher wanted the politically correct answer or the real 

answer.  When told the real answer, she stated that she would like a class with a homogeneous 

ability group.  “Yeah, the answer before I had children would be I want a heterogeneous 

classroom, but as a mother, if I could be shown that was working, we could have heterogeneous 

and be fine, but I want them of the same ability.  Deep down, that is because my daughter is 

fairly high achieving…is she hiding while other people are being helped and not being pushed, 

so that constant academic press… there is less academic press when…they are not being moved 

to push them into frustration and learning.”  Public 1 stated that a mixed ability class would be 

her preference because it would push those who were not strong and teach compassion to those 
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who were.  Private/parochial 2 stated that she felt it depended on whether or not the teacher 

could meet the needs of all levels.  Private/parochial 1 responded that if there were enough 

resources, she preferred a heterogeneous mix because she thinks it is positive reinforcement for 

kids to help others.  Private/parochial 3 would prefer her child in a mixed ability class so she can 

see that not everyone‟s brain works the same way. 

Respondents were asked to share what instructional factors they considered in their 

school choice decision.  Public 1 said she and her family researched test scores, reading levels 

and academic progress.  Public 2 looked for academic press and academic support, and Public 3 

looked for teacher turnover rate, test scores and highly qualified teachers.  Private/parochial 1 

shared that she considered instruction in the arts and time allotted to outdoor activities.  

Private/parochial 2 examined many instructional factors such as time allotted to each subject, 

structure of the classroom, the way information was presented, instructional environment, 

technology, and differentiation.  The grading system and the curriculum in general were factors 

mentioned by Private/parochial 3.  She said that she made sure the curriculum would lead to 

success in future years and future schools.    

The next question asked if parents preferred an ethnically diverse or ethnically 

homogeneous school and why.  All agreed that they would prefer an ethnically diverse setting for 

their child.  Private/parochial 3 said diverse because, “School is just practicing for later in life.” 

Private/parochial 2 chose diverse because children can learn from each other‟s cultures and ways 

of looking at life.  Similarly, Public 3 wanted her child to be exposed to different cultures, so she 

preferred a diverse setting.  Public 1 responded, “Our family would rather send our child to an 

ethnically diverse school because it is more realistic to the population, and I think school is a 

good preparation for the rest of your life.”  Private/parochial 2 also said diverse stating, “They 
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need to realize that outside of our front door, there is a whole other world.”  Public 2 mentioned 

that her family chose Norfolk for its diversity and it has worked out well.  She stated, “I love that 

my daughter describes people not in terms of their skin color…no labels that I have gotten used 

to that I don‟t want her to use.”   

When asked the same question about socioeconomics, five responded that they preferred 

diversity.  Public 2 expressed concern that although her public school had an economically 

diverse population, she noticed a positive correlation between income and color.  She voiced 

uncertainty about how to move beyond that.  Public 3 stated that she preferred socioeconomic 

diversity, “Because I don‟t think necessarily your income level reflects you as a student and what 

your capabilities are.”  Public 1 responded that she felt it would be harder for her child to 

navigate later on in life without exposure to different socioeconomic levels.  Private/parochial 2 

said it was beneficial for her children to know that not everyone was as fortunate as they, and 

Private/parochial 3 shared that opinion.  Private/parochial 1 was alone in preferring a 

socioeconomically homogeneous school for her child.  “Honestly, if I had to choose between 

socioeconomic diversity versus not, I might choose not.  It‟s like ideal versus the reality; what I 

love versus what I would accept.”  She shared that when her child was in public school, she had 

much difficulty with students of lower socioeconomic backgrounds who harassed her daughter 

and hindered her learning.  She showed angst as she responded, and shared that what she should 

say was not what she truly felt.   

Questioning moved to the topic of discipline, or student management.  Public 2 

responded that she thought of strictness as clear rules.  She commented that in some schools they 

are losing students to the choice principle, because kids make bad decisions.  She said, “I think 

it‟s really important to have rules and consequences and adhere to them.”  Public 3 also preferred 
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strict discipline with serious consequences for serious offenders.  Public 1 liked strict discipline, 

as well and preferred consequences to be related to the offense.  Private/parochial 2 shared that 

she believed in positive discipline if it was working; however, it does not work for all children 

and that negative consequences are acceptable as long as they are logical consequences.  

Private/parochial 3 shared that she liked discipline to be consistent, and felt that in private 

schools there were different rules for athletes.  She said that discipline should be positive but not 

enabling where, “everyone gets a trophy.”  Private/parochial 1 would like to see discipline that is 

positive but realistic.  She said that character building should drive the discipline in a school, 

where children are given an opportunity to make good choices.  She said that too many rules 

make children afraid that they are going to mess up.   

Finally, participants were asked what advice they would give a family who was searching 

for a school for their child.  Public 3 advised parents to do research, look into a district‟s 

background and learn facts instead of going by word of mouth.  Public 2 focused on the 

importance of a neighborhood school and academics.  Private/parochial 2 said she would tell 

them to try the neighborhood public school first, because even though her children are in private 

school, she described herself as a “firm believer in public education.”  She would tell other 

parents to be aware of whether or not their child was being well prepared for college.  Public 1 

would tell parents, “If you want more individualized cluster learning, I would go private, but if 

you want more community involvement, I would go public.”  Private/parochial 3 would advise 

parents to focus on learning, and making sure the children are getting what they need to move on 

and succeed.  Private/parochial 1 said she would tell them to review the arts programs, make 

certain the students have unstructured outside time, and less emphasis on homework.  All said 
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that the decision was a very personal one, each family should make the decision based on the 

individual needs of each child, and sometimes, “you just need to trust your gut.”   

Comments were sorted according to the key variables and research question themes.  

Table 4.28 shows the number of times each variable was mentioned and by whom.  Instruction 

was the variable noted most by both groups.  The Private/parochial group mentioned the 

structure of a school as a variable 16 times, while the Public group mentioned it 14.  Structure 

was mentioned a total of 30 times.  Discipline, or student management, was noted as a variable 

only 15 times, with 9 of those notations coming from the Private/Parochial parent group.   

Table 4.28 Key variables noted in interviews, group, and frequency 

Variable Private/parochial Public Total 

Instruction 18 22 40 

Structure 16 14 30 

Discipline 9 6 15 

Community 1 3 4 

Public School Advocate 1 2 3 

Extracurricular 1 1 2 

Proximity 1 1 2 

Leadership 0 2 2 

 

Other variables that surfaced during the interview, but were not included in the research sub-

questions, were community, public school advocacy, extracurricular activities, proximity, and 

school leadership.  Two out of six interviewees, one from each group, mentioned extracurricular 

activities and proximity to home as important variables for them.  School leadership was 

mentioned by two public school parents.  Three of the six, two public and one private/parochial, 

claimed to be strong public school advocates who said that factored into their decision when 

choosing a school.  Four out of six respondents, three public and one private/parochial noted that 
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the feeling of community was an important variable in their choice of schools.  They enjoyed the 

fact that their children attended the neighborhood school and were able to go to school with 

friends from home.   

 

Focus Group 

Demographics of combined focus group. 

The focus group consisted of seven middle-income parents who had children in a private, 

parochial or public school in Norfolk, Virginia.  Four attended public schools as students 

themselves, two attended private, and one attended both.  Private 1, 2, and 3 each had two 

children in a private school in Norfolk, Virginia.  Public 1 and 2 each had two children in the 

public schools and Public 3 had one.  Parochial 1 had two children at a parochial high school. 

Focus group results. 

Focus group responses were analyzed using the constant comparative method.  As with 

the interviews, focus group responses were categorized as relating to instruction, school 

organizational structure, or student management (discipline) to match each research sub-

question.  A fourth category, miscellaneous yet noteworthy, was maintained to document 

responses relative to the overarching research question, but not related to any of the four sub-

questions.  Responses were also categorized as Private/parochial or Public.  The focus group 

consisted of 6 questions and 2 warm-up questions.   

 As an opening question, participants in the focus group were asked to share their views 

on the value of public education.  Private 1 responded, “I think they can not only enhance your 

children‟s life, but if you have strong schools, it also enhances the whole community.  It makes 

people want to move to the communities in which the good schools are located, so I think it 
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benefits everybody to have good (public) schools…” Public 1 added that public schools provide 

a good education for a child if parents are involved in the school.  

 When asked to speak on the value of private and parochial schools in today‟s society, 

Parochial 1 said, “We feel that the dollars that we are paying for the education are well worth the 

investment we are making in our children‟s futures.”  She went on to share that 100% of the 

students at her children‟s current school go to college after graduation.  That, she said, was very 

important.   

 For the first actual focus group question, participants were asked to share things that they 

liked about their child‟s current school.  Private 3 noted the family atmosphere at the school as 

the factor she liked best.  She also shared that she liked the fact that the staff is extremely 

focused on the individual student.  “They don‟t teach to the class, they teach to the student.”  

Small class sizes, exposure to the arts, science labs, and daily physical education classes added to 

her satisfaction.  Private 2 said that what she truly liked about her children‟s current school was 

the preparation that they are getting for college.  “We wanted our children to go to college, and 

thought that the schools that we have chosen will more than prepare them for what they do in the 

future.”  She added that the school is a high socioeconomic school, but diverse in the sense that 

people there come from many different countries.  Private 1 shared that he liked the fact that at 

his children‟s school, everyone knows everyone.  There is a family feel and his children see 

friendly faces and people they know.  Public 2 added that she, too, finds the same things at her 

child‟s school, and she found it interesting that “coming from different sides of it,” they would 

find the same attractive factors.  She added that she has a relationship with the administration at 

her child‟s public school, and has had one at every public school her child attended.  Public 1 

said his children come home happy every day, feel safe, and want to be at school.  Those, he 
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shared, were the most important factors for him and his family.  Public 3 responded that what she 

and her spouse liked best was her son‟s exposure to a more diverse socioeconomic and ethnic 

population because, “we have yet to find a profession where he is surrounded by people who are 

just like us.”  She went on to say that she and her husband felt it was important that they can 

discuss the differences he notices with him at a time in his life when they can help him 

understand and shape his views.  She noted that her son had some special needs and those needs 

were being met at his current school.  Parochial 1 added that although her children‟s school was 

fairly religiously homogeneous, it was ethnically diverse.  “More than half the kids…are on 

scholarship of some sort and quite a few families worked two and three jobs to get their kids 

there.  It‟s truly a very big rainbow.”   

 The next question asked what things participants would like to see changed about their 

child‟s school.  Public 1 answered that she would like to see class sizes change.  Public 2 agreed 

that she, too, would like smaller class sizes, but added that she was happy to see that class sizes 

actually got smaller in the secondary schools.  She would also like to see Norfolk do away with 

the honors-for-all program for freshman and implement more stringent standards for selecting 

teachers on the secondary level.  Public 3 said that she would like the emphasis taken off honors 

and grades.  She shared,” Even starting in first grade there‟s a very strong emphasis on honors 

and grades…where I would like a focus on learning as an individual achievement and progress 

rather than grades and honors.”  Public 2 said that she would like the schools to cease asking her 

children what they want to do when they grow up.  She feels students should have years to 

explore and decide on choices for their lives.  The Private and Parochial school participants had 

nothing that they wanted to change about their current schools. 
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 Interviewees were then asked to describe the factors that influenced their choice of school 

for their child.  Parochial 1 shared that her family researched where the graduating class goes 

after graduation.  She said she wanted her children to go to a school with a good “track record.”  

She added that one of the most important factors to her was safety.  Public 2 said that she was 

anxious about putting her children in public schools in Norfolk because of safety.  Visiting 

schools put her mind at ease.  Public 1 shared, “When we bought our house, we bought it 

because of the schools that our kids would go to.”  Private 2 said that size and family atmosphere 

were the most important factors for her family.  “It was a family school where our children 

would be nurtured and loved in the first five years of their education.”  Private 3 said that her 

family actually chose public first.  Her daughter attended public school for Kindergarten and first 

grade.  She made the switch because class size got to 23 students in the first grade classrooms.  

Another factor that swayed her was visiting the public school and seeing how much time the 

teacher spent on discipline.  “It seemed like there was a lot of time in the public school that was 

spent on just keeping the kids focused and disciplining the ones that were misbehaving, and I 

know that that, along with class size, would be detrimental for a the education of my son.”   

 The discussion moved to instructional programs and practices.  Participants were asked 

what instructional factors were important to them in their choice of schools.  Parochial 1 said 

college preparation classes were important to her.  Public 1 said he looked for differentiation in 

instruction starting at Kindergarten.  Private 1 agreed, saying that instruction should be catered to 

the child‟s specific need and tutoring and coaching should be available if needed.  Private 3 

shared, “I was very happy to get away from SOLs…I think it‟s inappropriate to require teachers 

to teach to a test.  I think that‟s what happens with those (SOLs), and it‟s very refreshing not to 

have that.”   
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 Participants were then asked how the ethnic composition of a school factored into their 

decision.  Public 3 said that diversity was very important to them.  “We felt like we wanted our 

child in a small slice of the real world from the beginning.”  Public 2 shared that when her oldest 

daughter started public school, she and her husband questioned their decision.  Her daughter was 

one of two Caucasian children in the Kindergarten class.  Now, she is happy that her daughter 

has had the experience.  Of her daughter now, she said, “She has such a diverse group of friends 

at this point of her life that I think that she is far more developed as an individual than I am.  She 

will be able to recognize people for what they are.”  Private 2 shared that she disagreed and said 

that she liked sheltering her children at this point.  She shared that, in her experience, working in 

different urban school systems; she felt that she “wanted to keep my kid sheltered for a while.”  

Private 1 shared that he went to a lower-middle class public school and he felt that the college 

bound students were victims of bullying.  He wanted to protect his children from that.  He said 

that he exposes his children to different ethnicities.  He said, “I want them to experience 

everybody.  I just want them to be around nice people.”   

 Interviewees were then asked if socioeconomic diversity played a part in their decision.  

Public 1 said it was not a consideration and the others said that they had commented on that 

factor in previous discussion. 

 The discussion moved to discipline and student management as a factor in school 

selection.  Private 2 wanted to see fairness where only offenders received consequences rather 

than the whole group.  Parochial 1 said that they were disappointed in the middle school 

discipline program in their parochial school.  The management system was based on choice 

theory and, she felt there were too many options given to middle-school students.  
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Table 4.29 Key variables noted in focus group by group and frequency 

Variable Private/Parochial Public Total 

Discipline 11 6 17 

Instruction 10 6 16 

Structure 6 5 11 

Family-like atmosphere 3 1 4 

Leadership 0 1 1 

 

The parents were then asked which of the three factors discussed was the most important 

in their decision making process.  They unanimously responded that, since safety was a part of 

discipline, it was the most important factor to them.   

 Finally, participants were asked what factors would cause them to move their children 

from their current school.  Parochial 1 said that she would move them if she did not feel they 

were safe at school.  Private 1 shared that if his children were “absolutely miserable” and he felt 

they would be happier elsewhere, he would move them.  He also said that if he didn‟t feel they 

were safe, or if they were interested in something that was not offered, he would also consider a 

different school.  Public 2 commented that she agreed with Private 1.  When asked for 

concluding remarks, Public 1 responded, “I think it is interesting how everybody has come to the 

same core of safety” as the most important factor.   

 Comments were sorted according to the key variables and research question themes.  

Table 4.29 shows the number of times each variable was mentioned and by whom.  Other factors 

emerged throughout the focus group discussion.  Four out of the seven participants, two private, 

one public and one parochial, noted that a family-like atmosphere at the school was a major 

factor influencing their decision.  Public 2 mentioned that the school‟s leadership played a large 

part in her decision.   
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Summary 

 An analysis of the questionnaire results using descriptive statistics revealed several 

themes that emerged from the research.  For the Likert Scale formatted questions, numbers 1-20, 

the top three variables that were chosen as factors in school selection by the combined group 

were, in order, better preparation for college, less emphasis on standardized tests/more emphasis 

on learning for learning‟s sake, and high level course offerings.  For private/parochial school 

parents, the top three variables were, less emphasis on standardized tests/more emphasis on 

learning for learning‟s sake, better preparation for college, and high level course offerings, in 

that order.  The top three variables chosen as factors in public school parents‟ school selection, 

were, better preparation for college, high level course offerings, and offerings of classes for 

gifted/high-ability learners, in that order.  All three groups chose instructional variables as their 

top three choices.  Better preparation for college and high level course offerings were chosen by 

all three groups as variables that would influence them to choose an urban public school for their 

child.  The combined group disagreed that the following variables would influence them to 

choose an urban public school: a K-3, 4-8, 9-12 structure, a structure that placed special 

education students in separate classes, and a student population similar to their child‟s ethnic 

origin.  Private/parochial school parents disagreed with the following as factors that would 

influence them to choose an urban public school: a K-3, 4-8, 9-12 structure, a specific integration 

policy, and a population ethnically similar to their child.  Public school respondents‟ top three 

disagree variables were, in order, special education students placed in separate classes, a K-3, 4-

8, 9-12 structure, and a population with a similar ethnic origin as their child‟s.  Table 4.30 lists 

the rankings of all variables for the private/parochial group, Table 4.31, the public group, and 

Table 4.32, both groups combined.   
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Table 4.30 Rankings of Variables by Private/parochial Group 

Variable Category 

1-More learning, less test Instruction 

2-college prep Instruction 

3-high level Instruction 

4- similar ability Structure 

5- tech (tie) Instruction 

5-gifted (tie) Instruction 

7-consequences Discipline 

8-no slow Instruction 

9-college credits (tie) Instruction 

9-strict rules (tie) Discipline 

11- susp./exp. Discipline  

12- ethnic diverse Structure 

13- socio diverse Structure 

14-AP/honors Instruction 

15-homo-socio (tie) Structure 

15- separate sped (tie) Structure 

17-K-8 (tie) Structure 

17- K-3,4-8,9-12 (tie) Structure 

19-integration Structure 

20-homo-ethnic Structure 

 

On the forced choice portion of the questionnaire, the combined group, private/parochial 

group and public group agreed on all but three questions.  In the area of discipline, for question 

21, both the public school group and the combined group chose a school that used positive 

discipline techniques, while the private/parochial group chose a school with a no-tolerance 

policy for violent infractions.  For question 25, all three groups chose a school with an ethnically  
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Table 4.31 Rankings of variables by Public Group 

Variable Category 

1- college prep Instruction 

2- high level Instruction 

3- tech (tie) Instruction 

3- gifted (tie) Instruction 

5-college credits Instruction 

6- More learning, less test Instruction 

7- AP/honors Instruction 

8- ethnic diverse Structure 

9- similar ability Structure 

10- socio diverse Structure 

11 strict rules Discipline  

12-consequences Discipline 

13- K-8 Structure 

14- no slow Instruction 

15- susp./exp. Discipline 

16- K-3,4-8,9-12 Structure 

17- integration Structure 

18- homo-socio Structure 

19- homo-ethnic (tie)  Structure 

19 -separate sped (tie) Structure 

 

diverse population, but for the private/parochial group the answer tied with a school that 

ethnically reflected the respondent‟s neighborhood at 40% for each answer.  On question 26, the 

combined group and the public school group chose a school that has a grade 8-12 structure, a 

median income of $50,000, and ten advanced placement classes.  However, the private/parochial 

school group chose a school with a grade 10-12 structure, a median income of $75.000, and 8 

advanced placement classes.   



 

 88 

 Table 4.32 Rankings of Variables by Private/parochial and Public Groups Combined 

Variable Category 

1- college prep Instruction 

2- More learning, less test (tie) Instruction 

2- high level (tie) Instruction 

4- tech. (tie) Instruction 

4- gifted (tie) Instruction 

6- college credits Instruction 

7- similar ability Structure 

8- ethnic diverse (tie) Structure 

8- AP/honors (tie) Instruction 

10- strict rules Discipline 

11- socio diverse Structure  

12-consequences Discipline 

13- no slow Instruction 

14-- susp./exp. Discipline 

15- K-8 Structure 

16- integration Structure 

17- homo-socio Structure 

18- separate sped Structure 

19 K-3,4-8,9-12 Structure 

20- homo-ethnic Structure 

 

The t-test found significant differences between private/parochial and public school 

groups in questions one through thirteen, and question seventeen.  No statistically significant 

differences were found for questions 14, 15, 16, 18, 19, and 20.  The Chi-Square noted that 

statistically significant differences existed for questions 25, 26, and 30.  As noted in the analysis 

using descriptive statistics, public school respondents reported that they would keep their child in 

an urban public school that was ethnically diverse, while private/parochial parents were equally 
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divided between an ethnically diverse population and a population that reflected their 

neighborhoods.  Question 26 was a demographic choice question, and public school parents said 

that a school with grades 8-12, a median income of $50,000 and 10 AP classes would be an 

influencing variable for them, while private/parochial parents chose grades 10-12, a $75,000 

income, and 8 AP classes.  Question 30 gave grade structure choices, and public school parents 

said that a K-5, 6-8, 9-12 school would be a variable in their choice, whereas private/parochial 

parents were divided over all three choices.  All three statistically significant responses addressed 

the research question about the structure of a school.   

 In the interviews, instruction was the most often mentioned variable followed by 

structure then discipline for both the private/parochial group, the public school group, and when 

the groups were combined.  However, when asked what was the most important of the three 

when making a school choice decision, all interviewees chose discipline and safety.  Answers to 

the interview questions correlated to the questionnaire responses in that respondents preferred 

differentiated instruction, a diverse school setting, and a safe and secure environment.  However, 

there were some unanticipated variables. They were extracurricular activities offered at the 

school, the fact that the respondent was a strong public school advocate, the feeling of 

community/family at the school, proximity of the school to home, and the leadership at the 

school. 

Discipline was the most often mentioned variable followed closely by instruction and 

then structure for the private/parochial focus group participants and for the combined total group.  

The public school participants mentioned discipline and instruction equally, followed by 

structure.  Unanticipated variables that surfaced from the focus group were a family-like 

atmosphere and the leadership at the school. 
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 Chapter 4 presented the findings and analyses of the data.  Private/parochial school 

parents and public school parents were asked to complete questionnaires that consisted of 20 

Likert Scale questions and ten forced choice questions.  Three Private/parochial interviews and 

three public school interviews were conducted as was one mixed focus group.  Results were 

recorded and analyzed using descriptive statistics, a t-test, a Chi-Square, and the constant 

comparative method.   
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CHAPTER FIVE:  SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 The purpose of this study was to determine the variables that would attract and retain 

middle-income families to urban public schools.  Data were collected from middle-income 

parents of students in private, parochial, and public schools in Norfolk, Virginia using 

questionnaires, interviews, and a focus group.  Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, t-

tests, effect size, a Chi-Square, a factor analysis, and the constant comparative method.   

 

Findings 

 Finding 1.  Instructional variables exert the most influence on parents to choose an urban 

public school for their child.  Frequency analysis of the Likert Scale portion of the questionnaire 

found that all parents chose instructional variables as those that would most influence them to 

choose a school for their child.  The top three variables chosen by the combined group were, in 

order, better preparation for college, less emphasis on standardized tests/more emphasis on 

learning for learning‟s sake, and high level course offerings.  For the private/parochial group, the 

top three choices were less emphasis on standardized tests/more emphasis on learning for 

learning‟s sake, better preparation for college, and high level course offerings.  Public school 

parents‟ top three positive choices were better preparation for college, high level course 

offerings, and courses for gifted/high-ability learners.  All of these variables fell into the 

instructional category.  For each group, the next four to five variables that would be factors in 

their decision to choose a school were all instructional, as well.  Interview data also supported 

the importance of instructional variables to both groups of parents.  In a key variable frequency 

count, instructional variables were noted most often by the majority of private/parochial parents 

(18 times), public school parents (22) and, logically, the combined group (40).  In a frequency 
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analysis of key variables for the focus group, instructional variables were the second most 

important factor for private/parochial school parents (10 times) by a count of one, tied for first by 

public school parents (6), and second in frequency for the combined group (16) by a count of 

one.  When composite variables were formed, and descriptive statistics run on three composites, 

instruction, discipline, and structure, the instructional composite scored the highest mean 

(4.0067) compared to discipline (3.4320) and structure (3.0562).  Obtaining a high quality 

education for their children was the single most important factor in middle-income parents‟ 

choice of schools.   

This emphasis on quality instruction supports the Market-Based Theory, purported by 

Chubb and Moe (1990), Goldhaber (2000), Hess and Leal (2001), and Lankford and Wyckoff 

(1992) that states that pursuing a quality education for their child was a middle-income family‟s 

main objective.  Parents in search of a quality education for their children was a theme that ran 

through the literature review portion of this study.  Ten of the studies that were cited found 

quality instruction, academics, and a quality education as major factors in school choice.  

Williams (2007) stated that African-American parents would not settle for anything less than 

quality instruction for their children.  Goldring (1999), a noted researcher in the field of school 

choice options, wrote that parents sought out a quality instructional program for their children.  

Carr (2005) stated in previous research that middle-income families will not compromise this 

quality education for any other factor.    

 Finding 2. Variables having to do with the structure of a school are the least likely to 

influence middle-income families to choose an urban publc school for their child.  In a frequency 

analysis of the Likert Scale questions, 1-20, a school that was ethnically homogeneous, a K-3, 4-

8, 9-12 structure, and special education students placed in separate classes were the variables 
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least chosen by parents of the combined group.  For the private/parochial parents, an ethnically 

homogeneous school, a specific integration policy, a K-3, 4-8, 9-12 structure, and a K-8, 9-12 

structure were the least often chosen as being factors in their decision.  The variables least 

chosen by public school parents were an ethnically homogeneous school, special education 

students placed in separate classes, and a socioeconomically homogeneous school.  All of the 

least chosen variables fell in the structure category making structure the least important factor for 

all questionnaire groups. In the interview group, structure ranked second in importance.  The 

private/parochial participants noted structure variables as being influential 16 times, public 

school parents cited structure variables 14 times, and the combined group 30 times.  In the focus 

group, structure variables were least important to the private/parochial group (6 times) and the 

combined group (11), and second to the public school group (5).  Descriptive statistics of the 

composite variables showed structure to have the lowest mean (3.0562) of the three composite 

groups.   

This does not support the preference theory found in the literature that states that middle-

income families choose schools based on their preference to avoid contact with minorities.  

Much of the research pointed to structural variables, especially racial make-up, as being highly 

influential in a middle-income parent‟s school choice decision.  Hess & Leal (2001), Zhang 

(2008), Lawrence (2005), Clotfelter (2000), Williams (2007), and Crozier et al. (2008) all found 

that racial variables influenced parental choice of schools.  Reback (2008) found that the 

socioeconomic status of the population influenced parent choice, and O‟Shaughnessy (2005) 

found that the type of student population in general influenced parents in their choice of a school 

for their child.  Bosetti (2004) also cited class size as a factor.   
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  Finding 3.  Private/parochial parents would consider an urban public school for their 

child if the school put less emphasis on testing and more emphasis on learning for learning‟s 

sake.  This was found to be the number one variable that would influence private and parochial 

school parents to choose an urban public school.  This was confirmed in the interview and focus 

group portions of the research.  Private/parochial 1 and 2 in the interviews and Private 1 in the 

focus group stated emphasis on testing to be a negative factor for them when considering an 

urban public school, and Private/Parochial 1 in the interviews saw the creative freedom of the 

private schools without the constraints of State Standards of Learning as a positive factor.  Public 

school parents considered less emphasis on tests and more emphasis on learning for learning‟s 

sake as their sixth most influential variable, and in an interview, Public 1 noted teaching to the 

test as a negative factor at public schools.  In a focus group response, Private 3, who began her 

children‟s education in an urban public school, reported that she was happy to get away from the 

SOLs because she found it inappropriate to require teachers to teach to the test.  Testing and state 

standards did not appear as variables in parents‟ school choice decisions in previous literature.  

However, it is worthy of note as a result of this research.     

 Finding 4.  College preparation and high level courses are variables that would influence 

parents to choose an urban public school for their child.  For the private/parochial group, these 

two variables ranked second and third respectively.  For the public school group and the 

combined group, they ranked first and second respectively.  This variable was noted as being 

highly influential in the choices of participants of the focus group.  Parochial 1 noted it as the 

most important variable to her as did Private 2.   

High level courses and college preparation were noted in the literature by Carr (2006), 

Figlio and Stone (1997), and Crozier et al. (2008) as being factors in parental choice of schools.  
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Carr cited six hot button issues for middle-income families in choosing a school for their 

children.  One of those items was college preparation.  Figlio and Stone found college 

preparation to be a significant factor in his research, and Crozier et al. found that middle-income 

families would support urban public schools as long as they offered high level classes that 

prepared their children for college.     

  Finding 5.  An ethnically homogeneous population similar to their child‟s would not be 

an influential variable for parents as they make their school placement choice.  In the forced 

choice portion of the questionnaire, 53% of private/parochial parents, 58% of public school 

parents, and 56.6% of the combined group chose a school with equal ethnic percentages as a 

variable that would influence them to choose an urban public school, and 40% of 

private/parochial, 66% of public, and 57.7% combined chose an ethnically diverse school as a 

positive variable.  Seventy-six percent of private/parochial, 83% public, and 81.1% combined 

said they would attend an urban public school that ethnically reflected the school‟s attendance 

zone population.  All participants in the interviews stated that they would prefer an ethnically 

diverse school setting and cited diversity as a positive variable in their choice of an urban public 

school.  In the focus group session, public school parents cited diversity as a positive variable for 

them.   

Much of the literature on school choice and parental selection found that desegregation 

and race played a large part in the White flight movement from urban public schools.  Zhang 

(2008), Clotfelter (2000), Hess and Leal (2001), and Lawrence (2005) all spoke in terms of the 

preference theory, where Whites selected schools in order to avoid contact with ethnic 

minorities.  The findings of this research did not agree.  This study found that both 
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private/parochial and public school parents prefer an ethnically diverse setting, and it would be a 

positive influence on their decision to choose an urban public school.   

  Finding 6. A majority of all parents prefer fair businesslike teachers for their child and 

this would influence their school choice.  Seventy-one percent of private/parochial parents, 83% 

of public parents, and 79.4% of the combined group chose fair businesslike teachers over lenient 

and strict teachers.  This is supported in the interview data that showed that all parents preferred 

fair discipline.  Prior research did not mention the teacher‟s discipline style, only that parents 

preferred schools that were disciplined and safe and teachers who were highly qualified and 

skilled.  This research found that parents would choose an urban public school that had fair 

businesslike teachers.    

   Finding 7.  While private/parochial parents are neutral about technology offerings, 

public school parents more than agree (mean=4.33) that they would keep their child in an urban 

public school that offered technology courses.  This was the most substantially significant 

difference between the private/parochial group and the public school group.  This variable had 

the largest effect size of .979.   

This does not support the literature by Goldring and Hausmann (1999) who found that 

technology was one variable that influenced private school parents to opt out of attending their 

designated urban public school.  Goldring and Hausmann found that parents went out of their 

designated school zone to find a school with programs in art, science, and technology.  Goldring 

and Hausmann‟s study was the only study found to mention technology as a variable in school 

selection. 

Finding 8.  Advanced placement and honors offerings would influence public school 

parents to choose an urban public school, but are not as important for private/parochial school 
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parents.  A substantially significant difference existed between private/parochial and public 

responses for the variable, if the school offered more advanced placement and honors classes, 

with an effect size of .602.  This was a much more influential variable for public school parents, 

who more than agreed (mean=4.17) that this would influence them to keep their child in an urban 

public school, than for private/parochial parents who were neutral on this variable.   

These types of classes were not named specifically in the literature; however, can be 

included in a high quality education, which was cited as the most important variable in much of 

the literature.  Bratlinger (2003) specifically named a quality education as the most important 

factor that influenced the school choice of middle-income parents, as did Crozier et al. (2008) 

and Bosetti (2004). 

  Finding 9.  Public school parents were more likely choose an urban public school that 

was ethnically diverse than private/parochial parents.  A substantially significant difference 

exists between private/parochial respondents and public school respondents for the variable, if 

the school was ethnically diverse, with an effect size of .521.  Private/parochial respondents were 

neutral with a mean of 2.82, while the mean for public school parents was 3.98, indicating that 

this variable is more strongly a factor for public school parents.   

In the literature that indicated desegregation was a factor that prompts White flight from 

public schools (Hess and Leal (2001), Zhang (2008), Lawrence (2005), Clotfelter (2000), and 

Williams (2007)), it was noted that private/parochial parents were less inclined to choose an 

urban public school with an ethnically diverse population than were public school parents.   

 Finding 10.  Private/parochial school parents would be more likely to choose an urban 

public school if that school reflected the ethnic population of their neighborhoods.  The 

private/parochial responses were evenly balanced between a school whose ethnic population 
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reflected their neighborhood and an ethnically diverse school, the public school responses were 

overwhelmingly in favor of a school with an ethnically diverse population.   

This supported the literature that stated that desegregation efforts increased White flight 

(Hess and Leal (2001), Zhang (2008), and Clotfelter (2000)).  The research found that 

private/parochial parents were in favor of ethnically diverse schools as long as those schools 

reflected the ethnic population of their neighborhoods.   

Finding 11.  Public school parents were more likely to choose course offerings over a 

school with a higher socioeconomic population, whereas private/parochial parents preferred a 

school with a high socioeconomic population, and would sacrifice some course offerings for this.  

In forced-choice question 26, 61% of public school parents chose a school where the median 

annual income was $50,000.00 and there were 10 advanced placement classes.  Private/parochial 

parents chose a school where the annual income was $75,000.00 with eight advanced placement 

classes.     

This supported the research of Reback, 2008, which found that a strong factor influencing 

parents‟ selection of schools was the socioeconomic characteristics of the school.  It also 

supported the Crozier et al. (2008) finding that parents were committed to the local public 

schools as long as the critical mass of middle-class families was maintained at the school.   

 Finding 12.  Both private/parochial and public school parents prefer an urban public 

school with a K-5, 6-8, 9-12 grade structure.  The majority of both groups chose this structure; 

however, 29% of private/parochial parents chose a K-2, 3-5, 6-8, and 9-12 structure.  More 

public school parents preferred a K-8, 9-12 structure than did private/parochial parents.  Grade 

level structure was not discussed as a factor in school selection in prior literature on the topic of 

school choice.   
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   Finding 13.  Parents in both groups, if having to choose a most significant variable, 

would choose safety as the factor that would most influence them to choose, remain in, or leave 

an urban public school.  Although parents chose instructional variables most often as being 

important to them, they shared that if the safety of their children were compromised, they would 

leave a school.   

So much of the research in this field pointed to safety as an important variable for parents 

in their selection of schools.  Bernal (2005) found that, in Spain, middle-income families looked 

for schools with discipline and order, Williams (2007) found that middle-income African-

American families sought schools with discipline and safety, Figlio and Stone (1997) stated that 

middle-income families looked for a more disciplined learning environment, and Rich (1999) 

found that middle-income parents wanted to see a code of behavior and standards about how 

children should behave in school.   

 

Implications for Practitioners 

 This research holds numerous implications for urban educational administrative 

practitioners who desire to attract and retain middle-income families to their schools.   

 Implication 1.  Urban public school administrators‟ first priority should be to offer a 

high quality education to students.  High level, college preparation course offerings should be 

included in their curriculum, and they should put most of their emphasis on academics and 

instruction.  The research showed that middle-income parents seek high quality instruction for 

their children and that instructional variables were more important to them than structural or 

student management variables.   
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 Implication 2.  Public school administrators should make known to the public their 

emphasis on learning rather than focusing on test results.  Private/parochial school middle-

income families overwhelmingly stated that they would choose an urban public school that 

emphasized learning over testing.  They complained about teaching to the test and lack of 

flexibility in the curriculum because of the importance placed on a single test.  Urban public 

school administrators should refocus their efforts in the direction of powerful teaching and 

learning as opposed to testing.  

 Implication 3.  Urban public schools not only need to offer high level and college 

preparation courses, but they should make certain that these offerings are known to the middle-

income population.  This research found that both private/parochial and public school parents 

seek a school that will prepare their children for the best colleges available.  They are in search 

of high level courses and college preparation courses that will afford their children the best post-

secondary education possible.  Urban public schools indeed offer many of these courses and 

opportunities, and it would benefit them to make that well known.   

 Implication 4.  Urban public schools should examine their attendance zones.  This 

research found that middle-income families prefer an ethnically diverse school setting for their 

children; however, they would like the ethnic make-up to mirror the school‟s attendance zone.  

To attract middle-income private/parochial school parents, school divisions should work to make 

the schools‟ attendance zones reflect the neighborhoods in which they are located, while to retain 

the middle-income families that are currently at their schools, they should ensure that the schools 

are ethnically diverse.  It is worthy to note that this might be problematic for urban districts with 

a large majority of one ethnic group making up the city‟s population, but, if at all possible, 

school divisions should draw their attendance lines to ensure ethnic diversity in their schools.   
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 Implication 5.  Urban school districts should be aware that parents prefer fair business-

like teachers for their schools.  It would also benefit them to provide strong staff development 

opportunities on classroom management to their teachers.  This research found that middle-

income families overwhelmingly prefer fair business-like teachers for their children as opposed 

to strict or lenient teachers.  If urban schools systems wish to attract this population to their 

schools, they should make certain that parents are aware that they hire teachers with this 

management style.     

 Implication 6.  If urban public schools wish to retain the middle-income families who 

are currently at their schools, they should offer more technology courses.  This research 

discovered that public school middle-income parents more than agreed that technology course 

offerings would influence them to keep their child in an urban public school.   

 Implication 7.  Urban public schools should offer more advanced placement/college 

credit and honors classes if they wish to retain middle-income families in their schools.  This 

study found that middle-income public school parents would keep their child in an urban public 

school if the school offered more advanced placement and honors classes.   

 Implication 8.  Urban public school administrators should work to attract private and 

parochial school families to their schools.  This research found that private and parochial school 

parents would consider an urban public school for their child if the school had a critical mass of 

middle-income families in attendance.  Therefore, it could be inferred that attracting some 

middle-income private or parochial school families to urban public schools will facilitate 

attracting even more.   

 Implication 9.  Urban public school administrators should consider using a K-5, 6-8, 9-

12 structure if they wish to attract and retain middle-income families to their schools.  This 
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research found that the majority of both public and private/parochial school parents preferred this 

structure.  In light of the latest move toward the K-8 structure, it would benefit Norfolk Public 

Schools to rethink going in this direction. 

 Implication 10.  Urban public school administrators should work diligently to ensure that 

their schools are safe, disciplined learning environments if they wish to attract and retain middle-

income families to their schools.  This research found that, while there were other factors that 

these families look for when selecting a school, the safety of their children was paramount and 

implied.  If the safety of their children ever came in question, the other factors would not compel 

them to remain at the school.  This finding should guide urban administrators‟ budget and 

staffing decisions, putting an emphasis on strong discipline and secure buildings.    

 

Conclusions 

 In light of the fact that much of the previous literature on this topic indicated ethnic and 

socioeconomic variables as being influential in middle-income parents‟ school choice decisions 

(Hess and Leal (2001), Zhang (2008), Lawrence (2005), Clotfelter (2000),  and Kahlenberg, 

(2006)), a discussion of these variables is warranted here.  This research indicated that middle-

income parents favor ethnically diverse and socioeconomically diverse schools.  However, they 

value a quality education for their children.  This leads to an inference that the ethnicity or 

socioeconomic status of students is not as great an issue as previously reported.  What is at issue 

is that these parents do not want their children‟s educational experience to be interrupted by 

other students.  Parents in the interviews and focus group indicated that they perceived a 

correlation between socioeconomic status and behavior and that some low socioeconomic 

students brought inappropriate behaviors to school.  The parents indicated that they did not want 
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their children‟s instruction interrupted or their safety compromised by these students.  This 

research indicates that middle-income parents care not the ethnic or socioeconomic backgrounds 

of their children‟s classmates, as long as those classmates bring with them the thirst for education 

and behaviors that are conducive to receiving that education.   

 Many of the variables indicated by middle-income parents as being influential in 

attracting and retaining them to urban public schools are currently being offered by Norfolk 

Public Schools.  Technology classes, advanced placement classes, honors classes, college 

preparation classes, and high level courses are available.  This would indicate that the school 

division needs to find ways to make this known to middle-income families throughout the city.  

If the school system chooses to wage a campaign to attract and retain middle-income families to 

their schools, they would do well to publicize the high level course offerings available.   

 The data in this survey indicated the importance of quality instruction and safety to 

middle-income families.  If Norfolk Public Schools wishes to attract and retain these families to 

their schools, these variables should be the focus of their publications, media coverage, and other 

publicity.   

 

Recommendations for Further Research 

 This research explored variables that would attract and retain middle-income families to 

urban public schools.  There are several implications for further research that have emerged from 

this study.  

 1. The sample in this study consisted of parents of children attending public and 

private/parochial schools in Norfolk, Virginia.  This research could be replicated in other urban 

districts throughout the United States and beyond.   
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2. The return rate of questionnaires from African-American participants was not large enough to 

use in the data analysis.  This study could be replicated using only African-American middle-

income families in the sample.  A personal contact method of obtaining participants may be 

needed. 

3. The definition of middle-income set by this research was limiting in that families who earned 

more than the maximum limit could not participate.  This eliminated many families of students at 

the higher-priced private schools in Norfolk, Virginia.  This research could be replicated with a 

higher maximum annual income limitation. 

4. This research leads to further study of how urban public schools and localities can publicize 

their school districts in order to attract and retain middle-income families to their schools. 

5. The results of this study lead to an exploration of the perception on the part of middle-income 

parents that there is a correlation between socioeconomic status and school behavior.  This 

implies the need for a study to determine if this correlation actually exists.  

 

Reflections 

 Variables that attract and retain middle-income families to urban public schools has 

proven to be a rich topic for research.  The interest level among middle-income families was 

high, as they were eager to voice their opinions and preferences.  Those who participated in this 

research would have their children attend an urban public school if the school provided what 

they perceive to be a safe environment and a quality education.   

 The definition of middle-income fluctuates throughout current literature and data, and it 

was evident that $120,000.00 annually was on the low end of middle income. Some families with 

two professional parents working outside the home bring in well over $200,000 annually, and 
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families who opt for a stay-at-home parent seem to have a wage earner who earns well into the 

mid $100,000 range.   

 The response rate of African-American parents was disappointing.  The snowball method 

of gathering a sample may have contributed to fewer African-Americans having access to the 

questionnaires and to the researcher.  Because of the difficulty in acquiring actual names of 

perspective participants from schools, reliance on referrals limited the diversity of the group. 

 Reflections on the outcome of this research prompt a revised conceptual model (Figure 

5.1) that illustrates the newly acquired knowledge in regard to attracting and retaining middle-

income families to urban public schools.  Middle-income parents search for a quality education 

for their children; however, a safe instructional environment is of paramount importance.  

Figure 5.1 Revised Conceptual Framework Based on Results of This Study  

Attract and Retain to Urban Public Schools

Quality Education

High Level 

Courses
Technology

College 

Prep

AP & 

Honors 

Classes

Safe Environment
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APPENDIX A:  Letter to Private/Parochial School Principal 

 

December 10, 2010 

 

Dear Private/Parochial School Principal, 

 

My name is Pat Melise, and I am the principal of Larchmont Elementary School.  I am a doctoral 

candidate at Virginia Tech and currently conducting research to determine the factors that 

influence middle-income parents to choose an urban public school for their child.  The study will 

explore the opinions of private, parochial and public school parents.   

 

I am writing this letter to ask for your assistance in obtaining e-mail addresses of parents of 

students at your school.  I will be conducting an electronic survey of public school parents and 

private/parochial school parents, and I would very much like to include parents from your school 

in my research.   

 

I will be following up this letter with a phone call.  During that call we can decide the best way 

for me to obtain that information.  Please consider helping further the body of research in urban 

education.  I thank you in advance for your cooperation. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Pat Melise 
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APPENDIX B:  Questionnaire Cover Letter 

 

December 10, 2010 

 

Dear Public/Private/Parochial School Parent: 

 

Please allow me to introduce myself.  My name is Patricia Melise, and I am the principal of 

Larchmont Elementary School in Norfolk, Virginia and a doctoral candidate at Virginia Tech.  

As a principal of an urban public school, I often wonder what factors influence middle-income 

families to choose urban public schools for their children, as opposed to private or parochial 

schools.  I am conducting a study entitled, Attracting and Retaining Middle-Income Families to 

Urban Public Schools.   

 

In order to gain information about this topic, I will be conducting a short questionnaire.  

Completion of the questionnaire will take approximately 15 minutes.  None of your responses 

will be personally identifiable. 

 

I will also be conducting a focus group on this topic.  I will conduct one focus group consisting 

of public, private, and parochial school parents.  If you would be willing to participate in this 

focus group, please indicate below.  Again, all information will remain confidential.   

Thank you for furthering the field of academic research.  Please complete this questionnaire by 

December 31, 2010.  
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Sincerely, 

 

Patricia J. Melise 

Doctoral Candidate 
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APPENDIX C:  Private School Parent Questionnaire 

 

Please use the column on the right to mark the number that best describes your agreement with 

each statement. 

1. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if the school offered more 

advanced placement and honors 

classes. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

2. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if the structure of the 

system had K-8 lower schools. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

3. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if the school had more 

severe consequences for misbehavior. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

4. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if the structure of the 

system was K-3, 4-8, 9-12. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

5. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child that attempted to 

desegregate through bussing. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

6. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if students were grouped 

in classes based on ability. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

7. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if the school was 

integrated based on socio-economic 

status. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  
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8. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if the class size was 

smaller. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

9. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if I felt they better 

prepared him/her for college. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

10. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child for the ethnic diversity it 

provides. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

11. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if they had higher 

academic standards. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

12. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if they had more 

recognition for academic successes by 

students. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

13. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if there was an 

opportunity for students to accumulate 

college credits. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

14. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child that was ethnically 

homogeneous. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

15. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child that was 

socioeconomically homogeneous. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

16. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if there were more 

instances of suspension or expulsion 

for discipline infractions. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  
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17. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if they offered classes for 

gifted/high ability learners. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

18. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if they placed special 

education students in separate classes. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

19. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if the attendance zone 

was only my neighborhood. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

20. I would choose an urban public school 

for my child if there was less emphasis 

on standardized tests. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  
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APPENDIX D:  Public School Parent Questionnaire 

Please use the column on the right to mark the number that best describes your agreement with 

each statement. 

1. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if the school offered 

more advanced placement and honors 

classes. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

2. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if the structure of the 

system had K-8 lower schools. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

3. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if the school had more 

severe consequences for misbehavior. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

4. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if the structure of the 

system was K-3, 4-8, 9-12. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

5. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school that attempted to 

desegregate through bussing. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

6. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if students were grouped 

in classes based on ability. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

7. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if the school was 

integrated based on socio-economic 

status. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

8. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if the class size was 

smaller. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  
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9. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if I felt they better 

prepared him/her for college. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

10. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school for the ethnic diversity it 

provides. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

11. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if they had higher 

academic standards. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

12. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if they had more 

recognition for academic successes by 

students. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

13. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if there was an 

opportunity for students to accumulate 

college credits. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

14. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school that was ethnically 

homogeneous. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

15. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school that was 

socioeconomically homogeneous. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

16. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if there were more 

instances of suspension or expulsion 

for discipline infractions. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

17. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if they offered classes 

for gifted/high ability learners. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  
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18. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if they placed special 

education students in separate classes. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

19. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if the attendance zone 

was only my neighborhood. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  

20. I would keep my child in an urban 

public school if there was less 

emphasis on standardized tests. 

1-Strongly Disagree  

2-Disagree  

3-Somewhat Agree  

4-Agree  

5-Strongly Agree  
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APPENDIX E:  Survey Validation Instrument – Private/Parochial School Parent 

Questionnaire 

 

Survey Pilot Test 

 

Purpose:   To determine the reliability and validity of the survey by reviewing questions for 

content (does the survey measure what it is expected to measure?) and clarity (is 

the survey easy for respondents to understand?) 

 

Procedures: 
1) Read each survey question below.   

2) Circle the number corresponding with the appropriate research question listed 

in the key.  Which research question do you think the survey question is 

related to? 

3) Circle the number corresponding with the clarity rating listed in the key. 

4) Circle the number corresponding with the association rating listed in the key. 

   

 

Key 

Research Questions: 
 What variables would influence middle-income parents to choose urban public schools for their children? 

1 = What changes in the instructional programs would influence middle-income parents to choose urban 

public schools for their children? 

2= What changes in the organizational structure of urban public schools would influence middle-income 

parents to choose urban public schools for their children? 

3=What changes in student management methods would influence middle-income parents to choose urban 

public schools for their children? 

Clarity: 
 1 = Very difficult to understand 

 2 = Difficult to understand 

 3 = Somewhat easy to understand 

 4 = Easy to understand 

 5 = Very easy to understand 

Association: 
 1 = Very weakly associated with research question 

 2 = Weakly associated with research question 

 3 = Associated with research question 

 4 = Strongly associated with research question 

 5 = Very strongly associated with research question 
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Please use the column on the right to mark the number that best describes your agreement with 

each statement. 

1=strongly disagree  2=disagree  3=somewhat agree  4=agree  5=strongly agree 

  1 2 3 4 5 

1. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

the school offered more advanced placement and honors 

classes. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

2. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

the structure of the system had K-8 lower schools. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

3. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

the school had more severe consequences for 

misbehavior. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

4. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

the structure of the system was K-3, 4-8, 9-12. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

5. I would choose an urban public school for my child that 

attempted to desegregate through bussing. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

6. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

students were grouped in classes based on ability. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

7. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

the school was integrated based on socio-economic 
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status. 

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

8. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

the class size was smaller 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

9. I would choose an urban public school for my child if I 

felt they better prepared him/her for college. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

10. I would choose an urban public school for my child for 

the ethnic diversity it provides. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

11. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

they had higher academic standards. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

12. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

they had more recognition for academic successes by 

students. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

13. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

there was an opportunity for students to accumulate 

college credits. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

14. I would choose an urban public school for my child that 

was ethnically homogeneous. 
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Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

15. I would choose an urban public school for my child that 

was socioeconomically homogeneous. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

16. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

there were more instances of suspension or expulsion 

for discipline infractions. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

17. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

they offered classes for gifted/high ability learners. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

18. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

they placed special education students in separate 

classes. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

19. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

the attendance zone was only my neighborhood. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

20. I would choose an urban public school for my child if 

there was less emphasis on standardized tests. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 
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Please circle the answer that best reflects your preference.  Choose only one. 

21.  I would enroll my child in an urban public school if: 

 a)  Classes were provided for high-ability learners 

 b)  The population was socioeconomically homogeneous 

 c)  There was a no tolerance policy for violent infractions 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

22.  I would enroll my child in an urban public school if: 

 a)  College preparation classes were offered 

 b)  The population was racially homogeneous 

 c)  Repeat rule offenders were suspended 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

23.  I would enroll my child in an urban public school if: 

 a)  More AP and honors Classes were added 

 b)  Students were grouped in classes by academic ability 

 c)  Rewards were given for appropriate behaviors 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

24.  I would never enroll my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Instituted a desegregation plan 

 b)  Had heterogeneous ability groupings 

 c)  Used a positive reinforcement behavior plan 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

  

25.  I would enroll my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Had a population that ethnically reflected my neighborhood 

 b)  Had a very low incidence of violent behavior infractions 

 c)  Had many opportunities for extra academic help  

  
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

26.  I would never enroll my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Did not differentiate instruction to meet the needs of the learner 

 b)  Had a population of less than 40% of my child‟s ethnicity 

 c)  Had grades K-8 in one location 
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Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

27.  I would enroll my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Had a diverse ethnic population 

 b)  Had a diverse socioeconomic population 

 c)  Had a diverse academic ability population 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

28.  I would never enroll my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Had a large number of discipline incidents 

 b)  Had a large number of ethnic minorities 

 c)  Had a large number of poor families 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

29.  I would enroll my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Ability grouped all classes 

 b)  Had a majority of my ethnicity 

 c)  Had very strict teachers and administration 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

30.  I would enroll my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Had K-5, 6-8, and 9-12 structure 

 b)  Had K-8 and 9-12 structure 

 c)  Had K-2, 3-5, 6-8, 9-12 structure 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

 

DEMOGRAPHICS 

Please answer the following questions about yourself and your family. 

 

1)  What is your ethnicity? 

 a)  African – American  

 b)  Caucasian 

 c)  Other (non-white) 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 

 



 

 128 

2)  What is your family‟s annual income? 

 a)  $20,000 - $39,999 

 b)  $40,000 - $69,999 

 c)  $70,000 or greater 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 

 

3)  How many school-age children (K-12) do you have living in your home? 

 a)  1 

 b)  2 

 c)  3 

 d)  4 or more 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 

 

4)  How many of your children attend your designated public school? 

 a)  0 

 b)  1 

 c)  2 

 d)  3 or more 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 

 

5)  How many of your children attend private or parochial school? 

 a)  0 

 b)  1 

 c)  2 

 d)  3 or more 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 

 

6)  What are the grades of your children?  Choose all that apply. 

 a)  K-2 

 b)  3-5 

 c)  6-8 

 d)  9-12 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 
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7)  What is your age? 

 a)  20-30 

 b)  30-40 

 c)  40-50 

 d)  50-60 

 e)  60-70 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 

 

8)  Indicate where you got your K-12 education. 

 a)  Urban public 

 b)  Suburban public 

 c)  Rural public 

 d)  Private or parochial 

   
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 
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APPENDIX F:  Survey Validation Instrument – Public School Parent Questionnaire 

 

Survey Pilot Test 

 

Purpose:   To determine the reliability and validity of the survey by reviewing questions for 

content (does the survey measure what it is expected to measure?) and clarity (is 

the survey easy for respondents to understand?) 

 

Procedures: 
1) Read each survey question below.   

2) Circle the number corresponding with the appropriate research question listed 

in the key.  Which research question do you think the survey question is 

related to? 

3) Circle the number corresponding with the clarity rating listed in the key. 

4) Circle the number corresponding with the association rating listed in the key. 

   

 

Key 

Research Questions: 
 What variables would influence middle-income parents to choose urban public schools for their children? 

1 = What changes in the instructional programs would influence middle-income parents to choose urban 

public schools for their children? 

2 = What changes in the organizational structure of urban public schools would influence middle-income 

parents to choose urban public schools for their children? 

3=What changes in student management methods would influence middle-income parents to choose urban 

public schools for their children? 

Clarity: 
 1 = Very difficult to understand 

 2 = Difficult to understand 

 3 = Somewhat easy to understand 

 4 = Easy to understand 

 5 = Very easy to understand 

Association: 
 1 = Very weakly associated with research question 

 2 = Weakly associated with research question 

 3 = Associated with research question 

 4 = Strongly associated with research question 

 5 = Very strongly associated with research question 
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Please use the column on the right to mark the number that best describes your agreement with 

each statement. 

1=strongly disagree  2=disagree  3=somewhat agree  4=agree  5=strongly agree 

  1 2 3 4 5 

1. I would keep my child in an urban public school if the 

school offered more advanced placement and honors 

classes. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

2. I would keep my child in an urban public school if the 

structure of the system had K-8 lower schools. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

3. I would keep my child in an urban public school if the 

school had more severe consequences for misbehavior. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

4. I would keep my child in an urban public school if the 

structure of the system was K-3, 4-8, 9-12. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

5. I would keep my child in an urban public school that 

attempted to desegregate through bussing. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

6. I would keep my child in an urban public school if 

students were grouped in classes based on ability. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

7. I would keep my child in an urban public school if the 

school was integrated based on socio-economic status. 
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Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

8. I would keep my child in an urban public school if the 

class size was smaller 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

9. I would keep my child in an urban public school if I felt 

they better prepared him/her for college. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

10. I would keep my child in an urban public school for the 

ethnic diversity it provides. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

11. I would keep my child in an urban public school if they 

had higher academic standards. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

12. I would keep my child in an urban public school if they 

had more recognition for academic successes by 

students. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

13. I would keep my child in an urban public school if there 

was an opportunity for students to accumulate college 

credits. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

14. I would keep my child in an urban public school that 

was ethnically homogeneous. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 
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1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

15. I would keep my child in an urban public school that 

was socioeconomically homogeneous. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

16. I would keep my child in an urban public school if there 

were more instances of suspension or expulsion for 

discipline infractions. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

17. I would keep my child in an urban public school if they 

offered classes for gifted/high ability learners. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

18. I would keep my child in an urban public school if they 

placed special education students in separate classes. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

19. I would keep my child in an urban public school if the 

attendance zone was only my neighborhood. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 

20. I would keep my child in an urban public school if there 

was less emphasis on standardized tests. 

     

Research Question Clarity Association 

1                 2               3 1      2     3     4     5 1      2     3     4     5 
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Please circle the answer that best reflects your preference.  Choose only one. 

21.  I would keep my child in an urban public school if: 

 a)  Classes were provided for high-ability learners 

 b)  The population was socioeconomically homogeneous 

 c)  There was a no tolerance policy for violent infractions 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

22.  I would keep my child in an urban public school if: 

 a)  College preparation classes were offered 

 b)  The population was racially homogeneous 

 c)  Repeat rule offenders were suspended 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

23.  I would keep my child in an urban public school if: 

 a)  More AP and honors Classes were added 

 b)  Students were grouped in classes by academic ability 

 c)  Rewards were given for appropriate behaviors 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

24.  I would never keep my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Instituted a desegregation plan 

 b)  Had heterogeneous ability groupings 

 c)  Used a positive reinforcement behavior plan 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

  

25.  I would keep my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Had a population that ethnically reflected my neighborhood 

 b)  Had a very low incidence of violent behavior infractions 

 c)  Had many opportunities for extra academic help  

  
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 
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26.  I would never keep my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Did not differentiate instruction to meet the needs of the learner 

 b)  Had a population of less than 40% of my child‟s ethnicity 

 c)  Had grades K-8 in one location 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

27.  I would keep my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Had a diverse ethnic population 

 b)  Had a diverse socioeconomic population 

 c)  Had a diverse academic ability population 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

28.  I would never keep my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Had a large number of discipline incidents 

 b)  Had a large number of ethnic minorities 

 c)  Had a large number of poor families 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

29.  I would keep my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Ability grouped all classes 

 b)  Had a majority of my ethnicity 

 c)  Had very strict teachers and administration 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

30.  I would keep my child in an urban public school that: 

 a)  Had K-5, 6-8, and 9-12 structure 

 b)  Had K-8 and 9-12 structure 

 c)  Had K-2, 3-5, 6-8, 9-12 structure 

 
Research Question Clarity Association 

      1            2              3               1     2    3    4   5 1   2   3   4   5 

 

DEMOGRAPHICS 

Please answer the following questions about yourself and your family. 
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1)  What is your ethnicity? 

 a)  African – American  

 b)  Caucasian 

 c)  Other (non-white) 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 

 

2)  What is your family‟s annual income? 

 a)  $20,000 - $39,999 

 b)  $40,000 - $69,999 

 c)  $70,000 or greater 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 

 

3)  How many school-age children (K-12) do you have living in your home? 

 a)  1 

 b)  2 

 c)  3 

 d)  4 or more 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 

 

4)  How many of your children attend your designated public school? 

 a)  0 

 b)  1 

 c)  2 

 d)  3 or more 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 

 

5)  How many of your children attend private or parochial school? 

 a)  0 

 b)  1 

 c)  2 

 d)  3 or more 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 
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6)  What are the grades of your children?  Choose all that apply. 

 a)  K-2 

 b)  3-5 

 c)  6-8 

 d)  9-12 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 

 

 

7)  What is your age? 

 a)  20-30 

 b)  30-40 

 c)  40-50 

 d)  50-60 

 e)  60-70 

 
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 

 

8)  Indicate where you got your K-12 education. 

 a)  Urban public 

 b)  Suburban public 

 c)  Rural public 

 d)  Private or parochial 

   
Clarity 

              1     2    3    4   5 
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APPENDIX G:  Private/Parochial School Parent Survey and Demographics Validation 

Tables 

Private/Parochial School Parent Survey Validation Table 

Research Question Clarity Association 

 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

1 100%      50% 50%   10% 20% 70% 

2  100%    20% 50% 30%   10% 50% 40% 

3   100%    30% 70%    40% 60% 

4  100%    10% 50% 40% 10%   40% 50% 

5  100%    50% 30% 20%  20% 30% 20% 30% 

6 100%     20% 40% 40%   30% 30% 40% 

7  100%   10% 40% 30% 20%  20% 30% 30% 20% 

8 40% 50% 10%   30% 20% 50%   40% 30% 30% 

9 100%      40% 50%   10% 30% 60% 

10  90% 10%   20% 60% 20%  20% 20% 30% 30% 

11 90% 10%    10% 30% 60%   30% 10% 60% 

12 60% 20% 20%  10% 10% 50% 30% 10% 20% 10% 30% 30% 

13 100%      40% 60%   10% 40% 50% 

14  100%    60% 30% 10%  10% 50% 30% 10% 

15  90% 10%   60% 30% 20%  10% 50% 30% 10% 

16   100% 10%  10% 20% 60%  10% 10% 30% 50% 

17 100%     10% 30% 60%   20% 30% 50% 

18 30% 60% 10%   20% 50% 30%   30% 50% 20% 

19  100%    20% 50% 30%   50% 30% 20% 

20 90%  10%   20% 50% 30%   30% 50% 20% 

21 70% 100% 70% 30%  10% 30% 30% 30%  10% 30% 30% 

22 90% 70% 90% 30%   40% 30% 30%  10% 10% 50% 

23 100% 60% 70% 30%  10% 10% 50% 30%  10% 10% 50% 

24 30% 100% 70% 30% 10% 10% 10% 40% 30%  30% 10% 30% 

25 60% 70% 90% 30%   40% 30% 10% 10% 10% 10% 60% 

26 100% 70% 30% 30%  10% 30% 30% 30%  10% 30% 30% 

27 50% 100% 10% 30%  10% 60%  30%  30% 40%  

28 30% 70% 100% 30%   40% 30% 30%  30% 10% 30% 

29 60% 70% 90% 30%  10% 30% 30% 30%  30% 10% 30% 

30 10% 90%     30% 80%   10% 30% 50% 
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Private/Parochial School Parent Survey Demographics Validation Table 

 Clarity 

 1 2 3 4 5 

1   10%  90% 

2     100% 

3    10% 90% 

4   10% 20% 70% 

5    20% 80% 

6     100% 

7     100% 

8   10%  90% 
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APPENDIX H:  Public School Parent Survey and Demographics Validation Tables 

Public School Parent Survey Validation Table 

Research Clarity Association 

 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

1 100%      50% 50%   20% 30% 50% 

2  100%    10% 70% 20%   10% 60% 30% 

3   100%    30% 70%   10% 20% 70% 

4  100%   10%  40% 50%   10% 30% 60% 

5  100%    40% 50% 10%  10% 30% 30% 30% 

6 60% 40%    20% 50% 30%   50% 30% 20% 

7  100%   10% 10% 60% 20%  10% 20% 50% 20% 

8 10% 80% 10%   20% 10% 70%   30% 30% 40% 

9 100%      40% 60%   10% 30% 60% 

10  100%    10% 70% 20%  20% 20% 30% 30% 

11 80% 10% 10%   10% 40% 50%   30% 20% 50% 

12 70% 20% 10%  10%  70% 20%  20% 20% 30% 30% 

13 100%      50% 50%   10% 40% 50% 

14  100%    50% 30% 20%  20% 50% 10% 20% 

15  90% 10%   50% 30% 20%  10% 60% 10% 20% 

16   100%   10% 10% 80%   20%  80% 

17 100%     10% 30% 60%   20% 20% 60% 

18 50% 30% 10%   20% 30% 50%   30% 40% 30% 

19  100%    20% 50% 30%   60% 20% 20% 

20 90%  10%   10% 50% 40%   30% 50% 20% 

21 90% 90% 60% 20%   30% 50% 30%  10% 10% 50% 

22 60% 60% 90% 30%   40% 30% 30%  20% 20% 30% 

23 90% 50% 60% 30% 20%  20% 30% 30%  40%  30% 

24 50% 70% 60% 30% 10% 10% 10% 30% 30%  30% 20% 20% 

25 90% 70% 60% 30%   40% 30% 30%  10% 30% 30% 

26 100% 70% 40% 30%  10% 30% 30% 30%  30% 10% 30% 

27 90% 90% 30% 30%   60% 10% 30%  10% 50% 10% 

28 30% 70% 90% 30%  10% 30% 30% 30%  10% 30% 30% 

29 70% 90% 90% 30%  10% 50% 10% 30%  10% 30% 30% 

30 30% 90% 10%   10% 30% 70%   10% 30% 70% 
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Public School Parent Survey Demographics Validation Table 

 Clarity 

 1 2 3 4 5 

1    10% 90% 

2     100% 

3    10% 90% 

4   10% 10% 80% 

5    10% 90% 

6     100% 

7     100% 

8     100% 
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APPENDIX I:  Private/Parochial School Parent Survey Validation Tables – Second 

Validation 

Research Question Clarity Association 

 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

5 15% 85%    31% 23% 46%  8% 15% 69% 8% 

6 54% 31% 15%    46% 54%    69% 31% 

7  100%   8%  62% 30% 8%   77% 15% 

8 8% 8% 84%    54% 46%   8% 46% 46% 

10  100%     46% 54%    69% 31% 

11 85% 15%    15% 39% 46%   8% 38% 54% 

12 92% 8%     54% 46%   8% 46% 46% 

14  100%  8%  15% 39% 39% 8% 8% 15% 38% 31% 

15  100%  8%   54% 38% 8%  8% 46% 38% 

18 92% 8%    23% 46% 31%   23% 54% 23% 

19  100%     38% 62%    23% 77% 

20 92% 8%   8% 15% 31% 46%  8% 15% 23% 54% 

21  100%     38% 62%    31% 69% 

22 92% 8%     23% 77%   8% 31% 61% 

23 15% 85%   8% 38% 23% 31% 8% 8%  61% 23% 

24  100%    8% 46% 46%  8%  38% 54% 

25  100%     46% 54%   8% 46% 46% 

26 8% 92%   8% 15% 62% 15% 8%  15% 54% 23% 

27   100% 8%   54% 38% 8%  8% 38% 46% 

28  100%    23% 46% 31%   8% 61% 31% 

29   100%    46% 54%    46% 54% 

30  100%    8% 46% 46%    62% 38% 
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APPENDIX J:  Public School Parent Survey Validation Tables – Second Validation 

Research Clarity Association 

 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

5 8% 92%    31% 38% 31%   23% 46% 31% 

6 69% 31%     38% 62%    62% 38% 

7  100%    8% 54% 38%  8% 8% 69% 15% 

8  8% 92%    54% 46%    46% 54% 

10  100%    8% 38% 54%   15% 38% 46% 

11 92% 8%    8% 62% 30%   8% 38% 54% 

12 8% 92%     54% 46%   8% 54% 38% 

14  100%    8% 54% 38%   8% 77% 15% 

15  100%     69% 31%   8% 69% 23% 

18 85% 8% 8%   15% 54% 31%   23% 62% 15% 

19   100%    31% 69%    23% 77% 

20 92% 8%  8% 8% 15% 23% 46% 8%  15% 46% 31% 

21   100%    31% 69%    31% 69% 

22 100%      46% 54%    46% 54% 

23 8% 92%   8% 15% 62% 15%  8% 8% 61% 23% 

24  100%    8% 62% 30%   8% 77% 15% 

25  100%     46% 54%    62% 38% 

26 8% 92%   8% 8% 69% 15%  8% 15% 69% 8% 

27  8% 92% 8%  8% 31% 54% 8%  8% 30% 54% 

28  100%    8% 46% 46%    46% 54% 

29   100%    31% 69%    31% 69% 

30  100%     62% 38%    62% 38% 
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APPENDIX K:  IRB Application Approval Letter 
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APPENDIX L:  IRB-validated Consent Form 
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APPENDIX M:  IRB Certificate of Completion 

 


