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ABSTRACT

Families choose schools; and they choose programs within schools.
Yet the processes, contingencies, and outcomes of families' choices of
schooling have not been systematically examined. In this paper I
review the social science literature on families' choices of schooling.
Treating this choice as a special case of consumer choice, I discuss
the range of options in schooling, the processes of choosine schooline,
and the effects of these choices. Finally, I make some susgestions for

further research on families' choices of schooling.



Introduction

Families choose schools. tlost, perhaps, select the publicly-
funded school to which they have been assigned by dint of the location
of their residence. Others, however, through magnet school, adminis-
trative transfef, and desegregation programs, select publicly-funded

' and community

schools, such as parochial, military, trade, "free,’
controlled schools.

Some families also choose school programs, Publicly-funded
school districts across the U, S. offer families sometimes three
or four "mini-schools" within a single neighborhood school froﬁ
which to choose.

But how and why families choose schools (and school proprams)
remains virtually unexamined by social scientists, as do the effects
of such choice.

Studying the processes, contingencies, and outcomes of Eamilies'
choice of schools, however, is important, not only in understanding
how the present educational marketplace works, but also in formulating

and assessing alternatives to the present structure of schooline,}

lan understanding of the full nature of families' consumption of
schooling would be essential in assessing the merits of such Proposed
models for the restructuring of schooling as education vouchers (see,
for instance, Center for the Study of Public Policy, 1970; Coons
and Sugarman, 1971), '"oublic schools of choice'" (see Fantini, 1970,
1971), alternative, competing school districts (see Clark, 1969; Wray,
1970), and "open schools" == schools in which students could subcon-
tract their education to competing persons and organizations outside
publicly~-funded schools (see Coleman, 1967).




-

In the first three sections of this paper, I attempt to ansver
the question: 'why do families choose the schools they do?'" Section
1 deals with the range of choice options in schoscling; section
2 examines tne processes of family choice in schooline; and section
3 elaborates on the criteria used by families in evaluating and
selecting schools. 1In section 4 of this paper, I am concerned with
the effects of family choice in schooling. In the final section of
this paper, I comment on further research on family choice in
schooling.

Throughout the paper I draw upon the social science literature on
family choice in schooling, some recent and unpublished case studies
of family choice in schooling, and my own thoughts and experiences.

I belie- » that this paper does pnrovide a more useful framework for
the study of family choice in schooling than previously availalle.
It is my hope that it also provides some of the groundwork necessary

for a theovy of family choice in schooling.

ERIC
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1. THE RANGE OF CHOICE OPTIONS IN SCHOOLING

The range of options extant in schooling today has never been
systematicall, defined, Critics of the present organization of school-
ing generally presuppose the limitedness of schooling options;
defenders of today's schools point to differences both within and
outside of publicly~funded schooling. 1Indeed, I beliecve that it is
a povui:c. impression that the number of schooling aliernatives has
proliférated in the last decade.

In this section, I discuss the first two of several determinants
of family choice in schooling to be elaborated on in this paper:

(a) the number and degree of differentiation of products (schooling
alternatives) in the educational marketplace, and (b) various means

(choice mechanisms) by which families may make use of those products.

The Number and Differentiation of Schooling Alternatives

The number and kind of options within and cutside of publicly-~
funded schicoling varies from school district to school district, from
city to city. The schecoling alternatives in Eugene, Oregon are con-
siderably different, both in number and in kind, than those in Portland,
Oregon; schicoling alternatives in Fugene and Portland are different
than those in Seattle; all of which are diiferent than those in San
Francisco, and so on.

Exactly how many schooling alternatives exist in any given city,
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or sets of cities, is an empirical question vhich has cenerally not
been tackled,? I would hvpothesize, though, that:

« the number of schooline alternatives within cities varies
directly with the size of those cities,

» the number of schooling alternatives within cities varies
directly with the degree of socio-economic heteroceneity
within those cities,

.'the number of schooline alternatives within cities varies
directly with the proportion of those cities' populations

wvhich was attending post-secondary schooling, and that

. the number of schooling alternatives within cities varies
significantly by region of the United States.

The differentiation of schooling options has been studied even
less thau the number of schooling options (i.e. I am not avare that it
has been studied at all). The number of schooling options may have

nothing to do with the degree of differentiation between schooling

optioni, A small city could have a feu highly differentiated publiclv-
funded schools and a few highly differentiated non-publicly-funded
schools; a city with many schools could have very monotonous schoolin~

options within publicly~funded schools and monotonous schooling ontions

in non~publicly~funded schools (i.e. in a parochial school system

operated by a single religious organization). I would hynothesize,
however, that, as does the number of schooline alternatives, the denree
of differentiation of schooling alternatives varies directly with size

of city, degree of socio-economic hetercgeneity, procortion of

2 schicol districts in a few cities compile catalogs of alternatives
within their districts; and groups in a number of cities, within the
last few years, have begun to publish "learning resource directories,"”
but there has been no attempt (that I know of) to compare these data or
to collect such data from other cities on a systematic basis.



population attending post-secondary schooling; and that the degree

of differentiation varies significantly by region.3

Choice lechaaisms in Schooling

Writers on family choice in schooling have acknowledeed several
ways in which families may select the locus of their children's
schooling., Generally recognized are moving the family residence, and

sending the children to private school (see Fantini, 1971:92; Tuchs,

1969:55; Beunson, in Coons and Suprarman, 1971:4; TFriedman, 1962:91;
Center for the Study of Public Policy (CSPP), 1970:1-2), Anthony DRowns
(14¥70:260) suggests that parents way

buy entry into suburban schools without moving (in some cases),

or actually move into the jurisdictional area of some other

school within the big-city system or into a suburban system.
Christopher Jencks, in testimony before the U.5. Senate Select Comnitteoe
on Equal Educational Opportunity (SC on EEQ, 1©71:13984) points out
that

a number of school districts in northern lNew Fngland ... do not

maintain public high schools but instead providzs payments to

parents to send their children to either a neighboring hiech

sclicol or private academies, devending on the parents' choice.
The chairer of that committee, Senator 'lalter i‘ondale (D-''inn), mentions
that native Americans in some states receive Federal monies for their
children's schocling, and can choose where t. onend it (SC on EEO, 1971:
10984). George LaNoue (1971:144) notes that ''dJual enrollment permits a

student to select his curriculum from two or more learning centers' and

3 Constructing a good measure of the "degree of differentiation"
between schooling options would most likely be problematic: how does
one quantify the relative differences between a particular ‘fontessori
school and a particular publicly-funded school on one hand, and a particular
E i%:‘ storefront school and a particular parochial school on the other?

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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"exists in almost every state.,'" Colemau (19671:85) sueccests an
additional set of means available to families: some cities, he savs,
allow free choice at the high school levels. llere, the pupil

has a choice among all schools in the c!ty, although schools

are not located to make two schools easily accessible to a

child,

lany of the above mentionesd authors assume, usually imnlicitly,
that there are few, if any, alternatives within individual schools.
Downs (1971:267) and Fantini (1971:92) state that what little variation
there is within schools is due primarily to chance and personality
variables.,

Such is the range of choice mechanisms in schooling mentioned in
the social science literature. Without claiming that they are eener-
ally extant in the U.S., or even in more than a fev cases, I would
like to suggest several additional ways in which families mav select
the locus of their children's schooling. 1In Portland, and likely in
other racially heterogeneous cities, it is very easy, indeed encouraced,
for racial minorities {(in Portland, Blacks) to go to nredominantly—Anc¢lo
schools and vice versa. It has also been possible in at least two
metropolitan areas -- Hartford, Connecticut and Boston ~- for inner-
city youth to go to suburban schools. Chicaco, Portland, Dallas, and
probably other urban school districts, have "marnet schools' --schools
often, but not exclusively vocational in nature, which students trem
any part of the school district may attend. Most school districts in
Oregon have some form of administrative transfer mechanism, by which
families may send their children to schools other than the ones into

which they are geographically proprammed; some school districts make
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it very easy to get such a transfet.a

Options are also available to parents and students, with seemingly
increased frequency in the past few Years, within individual schools,
even at an elementary level, Noteable examples are the schools
funded through the National Institute of Education's Experimental
Schools Program located in Tacoma, Washington; Berkeley, California;
Greenville County, South Carolina; Newark, MNew Jersey; and San Antonio,
Texas, as well as schools in the U.S. Office of lconomic Opportunity-
financed education voucher experiment in Alum Rock, California. Tt is
my suspicion that, in some schools, parents also may request and re-
ceive room (and thus, teacher) changes for their childrem.

Two additional choice mechanisms have been either missed or ie-
ncred in tlie literature on family choice in schooling. First, parents

may affect the locus of their children's schooling by not sending them

to school -~ this is the case of the Amish, vho will not send their
children to school beyond the eight grade (see Arons, 1972), as well

as those parents who have chosen to educate their chiidren at home,
outside of any school, and those parents (such as migrant farm laborer
parents) whe keep their children out of school so that they may work
and earn money vital to the families' survival. According to a pair

of recent newspaper articles (Keller, 1973a, 1973b), a small but in-
creasing number of famildies in the Northuest are pulling their children

out of publicly-funded schools and either educating them at home or

4 During the 1971-1972 school year, almost 2000 such transfers
wvere granted in major Oregon school districts. 1In four out of the
five largest districts in Oregon, more than 80% of the transfer requests
received were approved (ilcMilan, Sonnenfeld, and .Jansen, 1972:6-7).
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forming "family schools." Cne particular group, the MNational Parents
League, "fed up with 'paganism and permissiveness' in the public scheois,"”
has established 40 such "family schools," half of them in Oreson and
Vashington (Kellier, l973a).5

Second, children may themselves choose not tce co to school, or
to go to school for onlv part of the day or nart of the vear. That many
students choose to do this is evident not only from high drop-~out rates,
but also from low average daily attendance ficures (see Naele, 1971).
And there is some evidence to sucgest that these, too, are very rational
choices: the 1957 U.S. Office of Education study on school drow-outs
(UsSO¥, 1957) suggests that most students who had drepned out in the
period studied (1951-13854) had dropped out due to economic necessity,
There is also evidence which indicates that additional years of
schooling malkes little difference in the earning capacitv of some
groups of people -- i.e. non-Anclos (see Weiss, 1970; Hanoch, 1967;
Harrison, 1971; ichazelson, 1968): perhans schoolineg isn't the best

et

investment a youne non~Anglo person can make for herself or himself.

In summary, then, the follouving types of ways in which families
may take advantage of schooline alternatives are extant in schooling
today:

1. Choice of alternatives within geogranhicaliy assigned
publicly~funded school. Parents may affect the locus of
their children's schooline by either (a) alterine the
room {und teacher) assignments of their children, or

(b) selecting one of several subprograms for their children.

5 For a more lengthy and extremely interestine discussion of
the idea and rationality of parents selecting education for their

Q children by not sending them to school, see West, 1970:212-218.

ERIC
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2, Transfer, part-~time or full-time, to another school in same
publlcly—funded school district, VUithout movine, parents
may (a) enroll their children in dual enrollment proerams
(part~-time in another school), or (b) enroll their children
full-time in a school other than the one within whose area
they fall. This would include magnet school, administrative

transfer, and desegregation programs.

3. Tranmsfer to a school in another publicly-funded school
dlstV1LL. " Viithout mov1ng, parents may have their children

attend a school in a district other than in the one in which
they reside. This would include both rural to urban tuition
exchange schemes and urban to suburban desegregation schemes,

4, Iransfer to a non-publicly-funded school. Darents may send
their children to a school or schools outside of the public
school systems.

5, l.ove nlace of residence to another part of same publicly~
funded school district.0

6

6. Move residence to another publicly-funded school district.

7. In school/out of school. Parents may decide not to send
their children to school; childreun may decide not to go to
school.,

Factors Affecting the Range of Choice Options Actually Available to
Families

. Schooling alternatives are availlable to families on a diff-
erential basis. The CSPP (1970:1~-2), H. Levin (1968:34), Ginzbere
(1971:379), Benson (in Coons and Sugarman, 1971:4), and Friedman
(1962:91), among others, suggest that poor people and some racial and
ethnic minority groums have a severely limited range of schooline
alternatives avallable to them == poor people can afford neither to
send their children to private schools nor to pay for housine and

property taxes in those areas with "better' publicly-funded schools;

U Fither of these could be accomplished without the family ever
having to move: - it is general knowledge that some students (notably
athletes) change their residence, and thus the school where they

Q attend, by moving in with (or telling school officials that they have
ERIC moved ‘n wifi) friends or relatives.
s
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information and trauspurtation costs also are a e€reater burden for
poor people than for wealthier people., lNon-Anglos are limited even
further in their options by their even lower incomes and by their
exclusion from certain residential neighborhoods and certain schools.

Some families may have more choice ootions then other families
due to admissions criteria. As Arons (1971:347-349), Ginzberg (1971:
378), and Coons and Sugarman (1970:27) point out, admissions nolicies
(especially at non-publicly-funded schools) may discriminate against
people not of certain religious sects, races, or "levels of intelli-
gence,'" (Although non-AngloS are often discriminated against in school
admissions, in some cases they actually are discriminated for: in
Portland, for instance, respondine to pressures to desegregate, the
publicly~funded city school district has placed persons in the’
commun .ty t.o solicit Blacks to transfer to predominantly-Anglo
schools.)

Policies which require families to defend their reguests for
admission into schools or classroomsS may restrict the choice options
of some families. According to Partington (1970:43, 44) the

eloquent and persistent parent, literate and persuasive, whe

understands the official mind, who knows how to find out for

himself what his rights are, is more likely than any other

varent to have his way, without necessarily having a stronger

case than his more reticent neighbor.
Sonnenfeld (1972:30) speculates that people with lesser amounts of
schooling likely cannot wage as effective an areument with school ad-
ministrators (over obtaining an administrator transfer) as could persons
with greater amounts of schooling.

Transportation policies also may restrict options available to
some families. School districts may, for instance, nrovide bussing only

to "n- " -hborhood schools," and then only students living greater thzu a

O
E l(: curtain distance from those schools.
o o )
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2. TIiE PROCESSES OF FAMILY CHOICE I SCHOOLIMG

In this section I rough out a model of family choice-makine in
schooling, building on the framework cf a general, decision-process
model of consumer behavior d~veloped by Engel, Kollat, and Blackuwell
(1963). The present model is, of course, subject to empirical verifi-

cation and modification.

Fngel, Kollat, and Blackwell's Model

The decision-process model of consumer behavior developed by Envel,
Follat, and Blackwell (heréinafter referred to as EK&R) ''consists of
five processes linked in a sequence: (1) problem recognition, (2) alt-
ernative evaluation -- internal search, (3) alternative evaluation -~
external search, (4) purchase, and (5) outcomes" (EK&B, 1973:46), (Sce

Figurz 1.)

—— - s s Y

Insert Figure 1 About Here
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The consuming unit in EXKAB's model must (1) recognize a discrew-
ancy between the reality of its situation and its ideals for that
situation before it has any motivation to alter the situation. Once
such a discrepancy -- a "problem'" -- has been recognized, the consuming

unit may feel a need to (2 and 3) identify and evaluate alternative
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courses of.action. Satisfied that, at least given the circumstances,

it is knowledgeable enough to make a decision, the consuming unit (4)
decides whether to purchase or not to purchase, where the purchase shall
be made, and in the case of multiple brands, wiiich brand shall te pur-—
chased. But (5) matters do not cease conce such a d2cision is made:
"perceived doubt about the wisdom of the action can trigger a search

for information to justify the decision; and ... the outcomes may

change circuunstances sufficiently to serve as a stimulus for further
behavior" (gkém, 1968:49).

Tamily choice in schooling, being a special case of consumer choice,
is easily fitted into the frawmeworl of EX&B's model: (1) families
recognize discrepancies between the schooling which their children are
receiving (or are scheduled.to receive) and the schooling which they
would prefer; (2 and 3) they search for and evaluate alternative ways
of resolving this discrepancy; (4) they select a school; and (5) they

experience the consequences of, and reevaluate, their decision,

Active v, Passive Choice in Schooling

Before proceeding, I must distinguish between "active" and "passive"
choice in schooling, for it is with active choice in schooline that I am
primarily concerned in this paper.

1 believe it reasonable to contend that families select schools for
their children either actively or passively. Passive choices are de-
fined as those situations in which families do not consider more than
one schooling alternative in selecting schools for their children. An
example of passive choice 1in schooling is families automatically sending
their children to their local "neishborhood school." Active choices are

defined as those situations iIn which families select a school for their
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children only after serious consideration of multiple schooling
alternatives.

I assume that there would be no active choice in schooling (a)
if all families with children in school were satisfied with those sciiool
situations, (b) if families with chaldren entering school had no reason
not to send their children to the nearest, least expensive (probably
publicly~funded) school, or (c) if all schocls were the same. Cer-
tainly, however, there is dissatisfaction with sciiools, and there is
product variation in the educational marketplace; hence, I believe that
at least some families at any given time are making actiwve rather
than pu:ssive choices. (li0st families probably make both kinds of
choices, the particular kind varying from year to year as familial

)7

and environmental circumStances change.

Precipitants of Active Family Choice in Schooling

What, then, brings families to the point of seriously considering
multiple schooling alternatives for their children? Two things, I be-
lieve, are necessary for this to happen. First, families must recog-
nize that their present schooling situation (or the situation they
normally would have selected for the children) is not what they desire

"problem recognition.' And

(or can afford) -- this is the process of
second, families must have an expectation that there is a reasonable

probability that they could do something about the dissatisfactory

situation if they attended to it. ULet us consider each of these

7 I do not attempt in this paper to address the empirical ques-

tion of defining exactly when a given family is making an active or a
passive choice of schooling. Answering such a question does have its
difficulties -~ e.g. arriving at an acceptable definition of when a
family considers schooling alternatives '"seriously' enough to call that
consideration "active choice.”

ERIC
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necessary conditions in sorme derth.

Problem Recognition in Family Choice in 3chooline. I consider the

problem recognition process in two types of cases: where familles awe
(passively) consuming schooling at the time of rroblem recoenition; and
where families, because they have recently moved, or because their childrer
are just entering the first grade, are not yet consuming schooling. In
the foruer type, families are changing their consumption; in the latter

type, families are establishing their ccnsumption of schooline.

For families who are consuming schooling at the time of problem recog-
nition, problem recognition leads to the consideration of schools other than
the schools which their children are attending at the time. By de-
finition, it is assumed that before problem recognition familiec were
relatively satisfied tw7ith the schooling they were consuming —- i,e.
that the schooling being consumed was the best possible for that
family, given family preferences, resources, and market constraints.
"Problem recognition," then, implies that somethine has occured to
cause the family to question whether or not the schooling they are
consuming at that time really is the best possitie schooling they
could obtain, given their constraints. Any one or a combination of

the following things may happen:

1. The qualitz gﬁ'gghoolinﬂ at the schoolg vhere families
originally consumed schooling may decline. The quality of
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schooling at a particular school may decline (a) as
the quality of schocling inputs (i.e. the amount of
noney allocated to the school, the average exper-
ience of the teaching staff, the average educaticn of
the teaching staff, the teacher~student ratio, the
condition of the ohysical plant, the socio-economic
composition of the student population, etc.) declines,
or (b), in a relative sense, as the quality of school=~
ing inputs at alternative suppliers of schocling
increases,

2. The costs of schoolina at the original schools may rise.
The costs of SChOOlan at a parthular school may in-
crease (a) as the direct monetary costs (tuition,
property taxes, incidental fess, transportation feec,
etc.) rise, (b) os the indirect monetary costs (i.e.
Joss of potential earnings while in school, trans-
portation costs) rise, or (c) as the social costs
(decreased immediate enjoyment of life; decreased
future enjoyment, status, etc.) rise. The cost of
schooling at a particular school also (d) may chance
in a relative sense (i.e. if the costs cf schooling
at alternative suppliers decreased).

3., Tamilies' perceptions of the quality/cost of schooling
at the original schools may chanpe. Through (a)
access to new information sources and throuech (b)
Iknowledgeability of greater amounts of information,
families' perceptions of the quality/cost of schooling
at a pgrticular school may change. This increased
information may also cause families to become aware
of alternative sources of schooling with either
greater quality for the same cost or lower cost for the
same quality.

4, The 4ua11ty of schooling preferred by families mav rise.
Families' schoollng preferences may change (a) as they
perceive a change in the needs of the children, (b)
as they change their idea of what philosophy or style
of schooling is best for the children, (¢) as their
aspirations for the children's schooling chanee, (d) as
the parents' social or status aspirations chance, (e) as

ERIC
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varents' or children's reference groups change, or
(f) as the family bLecomes aware of new schooling op-
tions.

5. Families' ability to meet the costs of schooling may
increase or decrease. TFamilies' ability to meet the
costs of schiooling may change (a) as the family life-
cycle changes (i.e. as the parents earu morz, as there
become more children), or (b) as the family decides
to put a greater or lesser portion of their total
income into schooling rather than other foods and ser-
vices.,

For families who are not yet consuming schooline, problem
recognition takes on different characteristics. Ratlter than calling
previous consumption of schooling into question, problem recoy-
wation calls into question expected consumption. Families with
children entering first grade and families who have just moved, I
hypotir. Zze, "mormally" send their ch.ldren to the nearest,
least costly school (i.e. the publicly-funded "neighborhood

school™) =- thus selecting schooling passively --- unless there are

reasons not to. These reasons would be such as the quality of
schooling at the nearest school being too low; the costs of schooling
at that schoo™ being too high; or the style of schooline not :
meeting their preferences. 1In other words, for families who are

not yet consuming schooline, "problem recognition" is the recognition

that the schooling supplied at the nearest school is not in accordance

with their demand.

ERIC
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This second type of problem recoenition most likely harrens as
the family obtains greater information concerning the nature of school-
ing at taat nearest school. Information which leads to problem recoa~
nition may come from (a) friends, (b) neighbors, (c) colleacues, (d)
school personnel, (e) school public relations materials, (f)} the ne's

media, or (g) parents' visits to the school.

We now have an inventory of precipitants of active family choice

in schooling. Problem recognition may result frem. the occurance of

any one of these precipitants; it seems plausible, however, that the
probability of problem recognition being "triegered" increases consider-
ably with the occurance of each additional precipitant. In most cases,
problem recognitior in family choice in schooling prohably occurs over

a period of time rather than instantaneously.

The particular occurence(s) leading to active family choice in
schooling are important in that not only do they initilate the whole
cheoice process, but they also help determine the particular course of
that process. If, for instance, a family is seekine and evaluatine
schools because they feel that their child is being alienated by the
educational pliilosophy of ithe school she or he is attending, they are
likely to be extraordinarily conscious of educational philosopny as
they search; further, they are likely to seek a philosorhy other than

the one of the present school.
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And after problem recoznition? Problem recoenition is a necessary,

but not sufficient, condition for the initiation of active family
choice in schooling. his is true for at least three reasons:

(1) The magnitude of some problems families become aivare of
may not be creat enourh to motivate them to do anything about the
problems -- it might cost families more to do something abou:
the problems than it would for them to "live with the problems.'

(2) Some families do not have adequate resources with which
to do anything about problems, even if theyv are aware of those problens --
2.g. inner=-city residents may be aware of the relatively poor gquality
of schooling in many of their publicly-funded schocls, but may
not have the time or the financlal or political resources to do
much aLout it. If a family has no expectation of being akle to
do something about a problem, why should it proceed any further?

(3) Using Hirschman's (1970) terminoloay, families may not
attempt to "exit" unless they have failed, or expect to fail, in
attempts to "voice" -- in other words, once families have perceived
a problem with the schooling they are consuming, they may remain

at that school and attempt to remedy the situsztion before they
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actively searcir for altzrnative suppliers of schooling.8

This then, is the first process of family choice in schooline:
the "n._blem~recognition'" process. Tamilies are (or are not) now activ-
ly involved in the choice-making process. Once invelved, families
go through two additional processes before makine a choice of
schools: they identify a range of schooling alternatives from which
they can make that choice (this identification mav or may not involve

external search), and they evaluate those alternatives.

3Two things should be noted about exit and voice. First, voice
can be prohibitively expensive for poor and non-Anglo veople. AS Areen
and Jencks (1971:50) state, "mounting an effective campaign to
change local public schools takes an enormous amount of time, enerpgy,
and money . . . few parents have the political skill or commit-
ment to solve their problems this way."

Second, the loyalty, or commitment, of a family to each of its
members, to their children's schools, and to their neiehborhood
could play an important p..c in determining how quick that family
is to attempt to leave a less than satisfactory school situation.
Hirschman (1970:53) writes that ‘'the importance of loyalty . . « is
that i: can neutralize within certain limits the tendency of the
most quality consScious customers or members to be the first to exit."
Putting this in the context of schooling, one would postulate that,
to the degree that they are loyal to each other more so than to their
schools or to their neighborhood, a family will tend to more readily
move out of those school situations or that neighborhood.

For a further explication of the implications of exit, voice,
and loyalty, see Hirschman (1970).
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The Search Process in Family Choice in Schooling

According to EK&B (1973:375),

Following the recognition of a problem, the consumer enraves in
internal search and alternative evaluation. Relying exclusively
on information from past experiences, the consumer uses exist-
ing attitudes to identify and evaluate alternative solutions

to the problem.

Internal search and evaluation can produce three different tyves
of outcomes. First, if the process produces satisfactory
results, the consumer may forego external search and proceed to
the purchasing process stage. Second, internal search may
convince the consumer that there is no viable way of solvinn

the problem and so the process may halt. The thivd and final
tvme of ~utcome is that the consumer decides to encage in
external search and alternative evaluation.

In external search,

the consumer uses various sources of external information, such
as mass media, personal sources, and marketer-dominated sources
(advertisements, dealer visits and so on), to learn about

the number of alternative solutions to the perceived cvroblem,
the characteristics aad attributes of these alternatives,

and their relative desirability.

The extent of the search process. "hether or not a consunming

unit enters into external search, and how long it continues it,
say EK&B (1973:376), depends on the perceived costs and benefits
of the process, as well as on the risks involved. Thus we micht

expect

* families who have just gone through the choice~making
process (and were going through it again);

* families who cannot afford the cos.» of external search;
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*families to whom the expected benefits of external search

are not great; and

*families who perceive smaller risks in selecting schools
not to prolong (if enter into) external search. Families who have
just come through the choice process probably have a considerable
amount of information still on hand (unless, of course, they have
moved in the interim). External search likely is relatively expensive
for some families -~ e,g. large families, poor families, relatively
isolated families (such as rural families), and those families who
have just moved —-‘and thus less likely to occur. Other families ~--
i.e. those with the least valuation of schoolins, and those who per-
ceived the least amount of differentiation between schooline altcr-
natives ~-- may not see many reasons to prolong the search process.

Some (see’for instance, Ginzkterg, 197::379) h.ve speculated that
poor parents lack a sufficiently high valuatién of schooling to malke
“informed judgements" concerning choice of schools. Data concernine~
the socio~economic distribution of the valuation of schooling, how-
ever, are inconclusive. Coons and Sugarman (1971:16), though admitting
the roughness of their measure, cite the fact that poor school districts
"often tax themselves at a higher rate than do richer school districts"
as evidence that poor people are at least as quality-conscious in

regard to schooling as are wealthier people. Butler, et al. (1969:27)
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report that famili.s, regardless of- socio-economic status, race, or-"’

urban/suburban - esidence, would prefer "a neighhorhood with a better
than averagz school system but higher than average tax rate'" (78 pe:
cent) to a '"nmei “icorhood with a lower than average tax rate, but
worse than ave.:ige school system" (15 per cent).

External rources of information. Information about schooline

options may be available to families from a number of sources:
* from neighbors, friends, and collcagues;
* from tne direct experience of the children (either children
who used to go, or children vwho are still goine to a

particular school);

* from the direct experience of the parents (i.e. visits to
the schools);

* from testing information provided by the schools or school
district;

* from other information provided by the schools or school
districty

from the mass media.

The information-utilizing capacity of any given family is
likely to depend both on how much information that family obtains and
on its ability to comprehend that information. The number of sources
of information a family has access to, in turn, is orobably dapendent
upon the income, social class, and race of the family; the length of
the family's residence in the neishborhood; and the extent of schools'
and school districts' information prosrams. Some information is

costly =~ both in terms of tim2 and in terms of money =~ and thus
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less available to poorer people and those vtho work longer and meove ricid
tours; other information is available only to people with "connections™
in the "right" places--it is generally lower class peorle who do not have
access to privileged sources; and some sources of information are mor=
closed for non-Anglo families than for Anelo families (this being a
function of both social class and race). The length of a family's
rosidence in a neighborhood is important for obvious rzasons--the

longer a family resides in an arez (up to a point), the more know-
lzdgeable that family vill be concerning the school ontions in that
area. Wilder, et al. (1963, cited in CSPP, 1971:11G98) studied the
impact of the extent of school districts' information prcerams in
several East Coast cities. They found tHat “an absence of school-
structured iuformation activities had virtually no impact on the
knowledge of middle-class parents'" while significantly reducing tha
knowledgeability of poor parents.

A family's ability to c mprehend information is likely dependeni
upon both the quality of that information and on the amount of formel-
or informal education the family has had. There seems to be seneral
agreement in the literature on family choice in schooling that not only
is extant information about schooling options available to families
sparse, but also it is of poor quality {(see Downs, 1970:264-293; 1971:

11088-11113; Ginzbere, 1371:378-389). I suspect that better educated
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families are better able to comprehend information about schooline
cptions (how well educated a family is, hovever, is not necessarily
corrclated with the number of years of schooling members of the family

have had),

Y

The total amount of information about schooling ootions that
families have, then, is dependent upon the extent of the external
search, the amount of storcd information recalled, the number of
information sources extant, and the number of information sources

utilized,

The Evaluation of Schooling 2lternatives

Having sought out and identified a number (perhaps one) of
schooling alternatives, how do families evaluate the various alter-
natives? Several factors may be involved:

* the relative valuaiion of sources of informationj
the evaluative criteria used in comparing the alternatives;
* the relative weightine of those criteriaj;

* the relative importance of schooling and other goods and
Sservices; and

* the family decision-making process.

The relative valuation of sources of information. EK&B (19268:408-

411) didentify a number of factors which may be involved in the relative
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of various sources of information. Tney note that

Generally . . . consumers will use the mass media to learn
about the availubility and attributes of alternatives,
and personal sources to evaluate the alternmatives, ., .

Unless the consumer is sufficiently confident of the
validity of information obtained from a source, he is
not likely to use the information even 1if it has a hich
predictive value, . .

Different acquisition costs may be involved in obtaining
information from different sources . . . it appears that
consumers prefer that source which involves the least cost
and effort in order to collect the desired information, . .

The amount and type of risk perceived by the consumer
affects the snecific iInformation sources that are utilized
« « o the importance of nersonal sources generally increases
as the cost of the item purchased increases. . .

Certain characteristics of the decision-making unit affect
the types of sources used in making decisions. TFor example,
personal sources are typically less effective than others

if the consumer is socially isolated . . . There 1is also
evidence that the more the husband and wife's friends
constitute separate social networks, the greater will be the
influence of those friends relative to other sources.
Finally, in those situations wvhere the decision-making
process is performed independently by both parties, or

by one spouse alone, personal sources will be mor

important than vhen other role structures exist,

I expect that, to the degree that families have a hich

valuation of schooling, they value personal (as opposed to mass media)

sources in evaluating schocling alternatives, EK&B's hypothesized

factors also lead me to predict that, in situations of tension or

conflict between various community groups and schools, members of those

community

groups would tend to disbelieve information distributed by



the schools, vhile tending to emphasize information sunplied by
menbers of their own groups.

Some social scientists believe that the social class of the
family making a choice cf schooline options is important in deter-
mining the relative valuation of information sources. They believe,
as Frie..an (in laynard, 1967) puts it, that '"the rich are always

the tastemakers."

Jencks reiterateS this point in testimony before
the U. S. Senatc Select Committee on Equal Educational Opportunity
(5C on EEO, 1971:11010): '"the perception of a good school in the

poor people's eyes," he contends, "is the school rich people want."

The only bit of empirical evidence concerning the relative valuation
of information sources in family choice in schooling comes from the
Southeast Alternatives Experimental Schools project in ''inneapolis,
Sederterg and Alkire (1972:25) report data indicating that parents felt
that they had given more weight to information published and distri-
buted by the public schools than information obtained from friends and

neighbors.9

91t should be noted that the SEA Experimental Schools project had
only besa in operation for one year prior to the survey in which these
data were collected. One possible explanation of the weight parents
gave to public school-originated information in this case is that the
programs were so new that, in fact, nobody but the public schools
knew much about the available schooling alternatives.
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The evaluative criteria used in comparing schooline alternatives.

The evaluative criteria which families use in cgmparing schooling
alternatives likely vary in both relative strength and number. Fami-
lies may use one or more of the following criteria: distance from
home to scnool; cost and availability of transportation from home to
school; proximity of schools to after-school child care; safety of the
route from home to school; the school's program; the guality of the
school's teaching staff; the teacher-student ratio; the nature of the
scheol's studert body; the nature of the school's physical plant; the
"feel'" of the school; monetary cost (tuition, fees, etc.) o. e
school; how many of the children's friends and siblings attend the
schiool; and others, Little is known about which of these

criteria are in fact used by families, or about the relative importancc

of these criteria to families10

’

EK&B see the evaluative criteria as being elements of an "alter-

native comparison process,"

in which evaluative criteria are con-
trasted with product characteristics, resulting in a set of "accentzble"

alternatives and a set of "unacceptable" alternatives (EK&D, 1968:451).

(See Figure 2,)

10umat evidence there is concerning the use and weightine of these
criteria is reviewed in section 3 of this paner.
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Insert Figure 2 About Here

The relative importance of schooling and other coods and services,

The relative importance of schooling and other goods and services may
be significant in that if schooling has less importance, the family
ray prefer to put its energy (or financial) resources into more
important goods and services., (In fact, as I mention in the first
section of this paper, if schooling has a negative marginal utility
for a particular family (as it may for non=-Anglos), the family may

very rationally decide not to send its children to school at all.)

The family decision-making nrocess. Also of concern in the

alternative evaluation process is the relative influence of family
members ~=- to what degree, for instance are the children influential
in the evaluation? The amount of influence children have probably
varies considerahbly between families. However, I hypothesize that

the amount of influence that children have in the evaluation of
schooling alternatives increases as the age of the children increases.

Data from Minneapolis tend to support this hypothesis: at an elemen-

tary level, 76 per cent of .the sample of experimental school.parents
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responded tlat they bhad had the most influence in decidine which school

their children would attend -~ only 16 per:cent responded that their
children had had he most influance; at the high school level, only
32 per cent of the parents responded that they had had the most in-

fluence (Sederberg and Alkire, 1972:23, &£8).

Purchasing Processes in Family Choice in &chooline

e e

The fourth process in EK&B's model of consumer behavior is the
purchasing process (see Figure 1). Families at this point have com-—
pleted (at least temporarily) their search for schooling alternatives,
and, having evaluated the various alternatives, have accunulated a sat

"unacceptable" alter-

of "acceptable'" alternatives and a set of
natives, (Either of these sets may contain all or none oy the
school alternatives considered.) EK&B sugpes= (1968:445) that
Purchasing processes produce two major types of outcomes —--
“purchase' or "halt," A purchase may occur when the consumer
finds an alternative that satisfies his evaluative criteria.
The wprocess may halt because there are no alternatives that
satisfy the evaluative criteria or because the consumer
cannot find them . . .,
Presumably, families select that schooling alternative (possibly
the school situation they are presently in) which maximizes the
net benefits to them: If time and energy are the primary costs of

choice-making, and those costs are high, families may seéleéct the

scheoling options which they can select most quickly, Tamilies
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who see little difference between <i*soling options or who feel
schooling to be relatively unimportant may make such decisions. If
the costs of changine schools (i.e, costs of psycholonical adjust=—
ment, plus additional transportation, tuition and fee costs, if any)
are greater than the perccived benefits of changing, then the choic=
may: be made to’ fontinte at the original school.

LK&B mention (1968:447) that the purchasing process may be
confounded as the consumer enters into the store: some aspect of th:
store environment may alter the purchase decisions held by the con-
svmer before entering the store, The purchasin# act in schooline mav
be said to take place in that place (usually in the school or schoel
district office) where parents officially enroll their children in
schools. 1If, at thus point, parents get into a heated discussion vith™
the school principal, they may decide not to enroll their kids in that

school after all,

Post-Purchase Behavior in Family Choice EE_Schooling

Consumer behavior does not necessarily end with the purchase of
a product: consumers may evaluate the product as they use it and may
also search for other producté. Such ccntinued evaluaticn or search
may result in "postdecision dissonance'" (EK&B, 1968:506)., Pest-

decision doubts are likely to occur when
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1. The decision is important to the individual in terms of its
psychological significance to him, finannial centlays, ond
so on., In other words, he becomes committed to his
choice and £inds little opportunity to reverse the
decision that has been maide,

2. The alternatives mnot chosen have desirable féatures.

3. A number of desirable alternatives are availalle.

4. Available alternatives are qualitatively dissimilar -~ that
is, each has some desirable unique features (referred to
in the terminolory of dissonance theory as low "cognitive
overlap").

5. Perception and thought about unchosen alternatives is
undertaken as a result of free will (volition) with little
or no outside spplied pressure. If pressure is applied,
the individual will do what he is forced to do without
letting his own point of view or preference really be
challenged.

cr when an "individual's expectations regarding the oroduct are not
confirmed or fulfilled" (EK&B, 1968:512).

In schooling, once families have selected a school many of then
may evaluate the quality of their purchases: are they getting what
thiey thought they were going to get? Are they satisfied with what
they are getting? To what degree are their ideals not being met?

A ncn~affirmative answer to any of these questions could lead to
dicsonance, and, in turn, to dissonance-reducing behavior.
EK&B suggest that consumers may attempt to decrease dissonance by

(1) "increasing the perceived attrdctiveness of the chosen altermative

aad/or dewngrading the desirability of thowe tlat were not chosen';
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(2) "concluding that all alternatives are essentially identical, even
though this was not felt to be true during prepurchase deliberatiomns';
or (3) "searchi:g for additional information that presumabl: serves
to confirm the wisdom of the choice" (EK&B, 1968:507-508),.

If che dissonance isn't reduced, the entire choice-nrocess
may start once again. It seems logical, however, that the choice
process does not go on in endless cycles; at some point '"choice-
fatigue" must become so great that the costs in terms of perscnal
frustration, time and energy drive the family from makins any
further choices or changes.ll

I have now ccmpleted sketchineg out a model of the processes of
family choice in schooling. I have considered the (1) problem
recognition, (2) search, (3) alternative evaluation, (4) purchase,

and (5) postpurchase processes in family choice in schooling.

11Choice—fatigue may induce families to attempt , for the
first time, or again, to change the dissatisfactory situation from whi-h
they had been trying toc escape. Of course such actions may lead to,
or may be preempted by "voice~fatigue” -~ trying to chance the situation
with few or no perceived results. Cf. Hirschman, 1970,
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3. CRITERIA IN FAIILIES' SELECTTON OF SCHOOLS

The social science literature suggests four typres of criteria
which may be used by families in their evaluation and selection of
schooling alternatives. These are criteria related to the location of
the school, the schoal'program, the school environment, and the

monetary costs of attending the school.

Location of the School

et b 8+ . S

Several aspects of schools' location may be ‘mportant to families
choosing schools: the distance from home to school, the safetv of
the route from home to school, and the proximitv of the school to

after-school child care. A number of authors cite the distance of the

school from the home as being the most important criterion in family
choice in schooling. The CSPP (1970:4), for instance, asserts that
"most parents will . . . choose schools nsar their homes even if thevw
have a much wider range of choices.'" The Wational Education Finance
Project (NEFP, 1971:40), Nhodes (1972:1), Kamman (1972:38), Downs (197C:
238), and Havighurst (1972:50) make similar statements. Jencks

(SC on EEO, 1671:.7988) qualifies such a conclusion: "If people rcally
perceive a difference between schools," he testifies, "most of

them seem to prefer the school which is supposed to be better, even

if it is not in the neighborhood . . . a lot depends on the degree to
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which the schools become different from one another.'" The distance
firom home to school may increase in importance to the dearee that
additional transportation costs are incurred,

Empirical evidence is sparse. Some of it tends to substantiate
opinions such as the CSPP'sj other of it, however, seems to point
in different directions. Jerdee and Rosen (1973), in a simulation of
choize in schooling involvineg upper-middle class Anglos, found a
45-minute bus ride to be considerably more important than either the
socio-economic composition of the student body or the difference
between traditional and innovative teaching, Binderman (1972:497),
in a study of the choice-making behavior of Black families in a Southern
freedom of choice school district, found the perceived difference in
distance to the Anglo and to the Black schools to be important
in the desegregate/non-~desegrecate decision-making process -- families
senerally selecting the school perceived to be closer; the difference
in distance perceived, hrwever, was highly correlated with degree of
alienation, leaving the significance of this finding unclear.
Weinstein and Geisel (1962:25), in another study of Black family
choice=-making behavior in a freedom of choice school district, found
that desegregating families often gave as their chief reason for
desegregating their perception that the Anglo school was closer than

the Black school,
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leporting about famiiy choice in the Alum Rock voucher experiment,
Jilecklenberger (1V72:24) states tbat 95 per cent of the parents chose
their "neizhborhood" schools.!2? 1In the first of its five years, the
Jdinneapolis Experimental Schools project reports that 74 per cent
of the students in the project attended schools in their original
attendance areas. The school located in the central of three
attendance areas, however, drew 48 per cent of its students from
outside of its attendance area (Rawvitsch, 1972:5, 6). Dyhke
(1872:18-19), in first year evaluation of Rochester, New York's
urban-suburban pupil transfer program, notes that 27 per cent of
those urban studentewho vished that they tent to the city school
near their home (47 per cent of all the urban students so wishe.l)
did so because they could wallk to school, because they didn't like
the bus ride, or because the school was closer,

In actuality, families mieht have hierarchies of distzance nre-

ferences: Clari. and Rushton (1270:421), two economic geographers,

120ne reason why there may have been little movement between
neigi.ooriioods in Alum Roclk is that each school has within it
several, often strikeingly different, alternatives: families with
diverse nceds may have been able to find schooling alternatives
suitable to them without having to go to different schools,

O
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contend that 'consumers who have not chosen the nearest place do not

show any tendency to choose among the other alternatives on the
basis of difference." Later (Clark and Rushton, 1970:496), they

qualify this, postulating the existance of "spatial indifference

zones' -- zones within which consumers would be indifferent to
differences 'n distance,

Several additional location-related factors (at an elementary
Jevel only) are suggested by Sonnenfeld (1972). in a study of family
choice in the Eugene, Oregon publicly-funded schools: traffic between
home and schocl, safety of route to school, and proximity of school to
after-school child care. Sonnenfeld also reports that, for families
who had recently moved, distance may have become less important
relative to other criteria: some such families requested adminis-
trative transfers for their children to the 'neiphborhood school"
in the area from which tﬁey had just moved; these requests were,
according to parents "so that children cculd be with their friends"
or because "re didn't want our children to have to chance schools just

because we moved."

School Frogram

The nature of the school program, particularly the school's general

pedagopgical approach, the existence of unique course offerings and

the gquality of the teaching staff, is central to family choice in

schooling,

P
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Sonnenfeld (1972) concludes that, at the secondary level, schools'
programs (and general enviromment) were of primary importance in
parents' requests for transfers out c¢f or into particular schools. . Kel~
ler (1972), reporting about a mass exodus of parents from one particular
inner-city high school in Portland, notes among other things that
parents feel the school offers a watered down curriculum . . .if
test results, welfare rolls, and dropout rate are any indication,
Jefferson needs . . . extra help more than any school in the
city . « . Jefferson has had four principals since 1968. Tezacher
turnover is also high.
School programs seem to have made a significant impact on parental choice
of schools in i{inneapolis, also. 59 per centaof the parents in Southeast
Alternatives reported to the school district that the most important
factor in their school selection was the school's program (sederberg and
Alkire, 1972:22), FYurther evidence of the importance of school program
in rMinneapolis is provided by Rawitsch (1972:8; 1973:2), vho rep;rts that
the "most structured elamentary option in the Experimental Schools
project area' was the only school which lost students; other, "les:
structured schools" each recorded net gains in the number of students attend-
ing them. Similarly in Alum Rock, over 60 per cent of parents in
the voucher program opted for new and non~traditional programs =-

in spite of the fact that over 95 per cent of them continued to send

their children to their 'meighborhood" schools (Education Summary, 1972).
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In the Rochester, ¥ew York urban-suburban pupil transfer prosranm
Although the stated purpose of the program was the reduction
of racial isolation, only one parent indicated this was her reason
for enrclling her child in the proeram. The majority claimed
their children were participants becuase they felt the suburban
scheools offered better educational opnortunities (Dyke, 1972:40),
Three psychological factors may influence parents' perception of

schoonl quality. DPinderman (1972:4%7) found alienation and 2elings of

poverlessness to affect Black parents' perception of the differences in

quality between Black and predominantly-Anglo schools == he implies that
parents with higher levels of alienation saw fewer differences between
the t.. types of schools. Rhodes (137G:14~15), in a pilot ctudy of
parental prefereances concerning various levels of school finance, found
that the educational expectations of the parents (the parents were perrents
of children attending a Wisconsin kindergavten) fcr the children
were uarelated to the level of school finance they preferred:
there was no relationship between the parent's estimate of how
nuch education their child would receive and the concept of
educational institution designed to meet the need. Parents
seemed to be saying that their child may not be the brightest and

may not go the furthest in formal educaiton but their child
deserved the best education possible.

School Environment

The nature of the student body, siblings' and friends' attendance

at the school, the general atmosphere of the school, and the schnol's

physical plant all are included in the third type of ‘criteria =-- in the social

and physical environment of the school =~ which families may use in
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evaluating and selecting sciiools,

‘Jerdee and Rosen (1978) found that, for the Anglo upper-middle
class parents vhich they studied, socio-economic composition of the
student body was less important than a 45-minute bus ride to school, but
more important than the difference between traditional and innovative
teaching styles, The NEFP (1971:40) contends that

observations and interviews indicate that parental judgements with

regard to schools tend to be based largely on what they know

about the clientele atteanding a school rather than knowledme of

the nature and quality of the educational program.

Whether or not sibiings attend the same sch601 may make a difference
to familles. The NEFP (1971:40) posits that "if they have more than one
child, it is likely that few parents will select different schoolc for
each of their children." Empirical evidence regarding the iufluence of
siblings' attendance at the same school is available from three sources.
The chief reason that non-desegregating Black families said they had
made such a choice, according to Weinstein and Geisel (1962:26), was
one of not wanting to separate their children. Recent evidence from
the voucher experiment in Alum Rock indicates that over 25 per
cent of the families with more than one child in voucher program
scheols chose different mini-schools for their children (Mecklenberger,
1972). 1In Minneapolis' Experimental Schools project, 11 per cent of

families with more than one child at the same school level selected

different schools for those children (Rawitsch, 1973).
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Sonnenfeld (1972), in his study of family choice in Eugene, sugrests
the importance of the locatioi. of children's friends in prompting
requests for administrative transfers (see page 24). Dvke (1972:49)
reports that

tiany older children preferred attending city schools wlich
more of thelr friends attended, while younger children did

not generally express this concern. lowever, the older pupils
are approaching an age when peer acceptance 1is considered
important and issues pertaining both to distance and the number
cf friends attending suburban schools are questioned,

The geueral atmosphere of the school and the school's physical plant
are noted as significant in parents' attempts to leave an inner-city
high school (see also page 24):

"Parents just don't want to send their kids there, especially
black parents . . . They don’t like the atmosphere, and they
don't think the kids are learning.”" . . . pareunts fear ., . .
interracial hostility (and interracial dating), and discipline
problems . . . Then there.is the building itself . . .
students congegrating at stree“side worsen the school's public
image (Keller, 1972).

Monetary costs

The fourth type of criteria affecting families' evaluation
and selection of schooling is monetary costs. These costs == costs such

as tuition, textbook fees, lunch costs, and transportaticn fees =--

are obviously of importance in the choice process, particularly for

poor people. (See page 9 for a discussion of the implications of these

costsS.)
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4, THE ETFFECTS QOF ACTIVE TFAUILY CHOICE IN SCHOOLING

The existence of family choice in schooling is not widely
recognized by social scientists and has not been subject to much
study. There do exist, however, data from a few situaticns of active
family choice, as well as some speculation, T attempt to revier
here the little that is known concerning the effects of active
(as opposed to passive) family clioice in schooling. Two questions
seem central: What ace the effects on the quality of schooline when
rarents actively sclect schools for their children? What are the

effects on the responsiveness of the schools as institutions?

The Quality of Schooling

The effects of active family choice on the quality of schooling

vary. depending on how one defines "school quality." School quality
may be defined in verms of educational inputs (school attendance,
quality of pesr environment, quality of teaching, quality of school
facil:. “2s, cmount of money spent per student, etcs.), in terms of
short—term educaticnal outputs (students' learning) or in:terms of long~

term educational outputs (life-long aesthetic enjoyment, income, etc.).13

l3Heasurement of any of these aspects of school quality is far from

being non-problematic. 7The quality of peer enviromment is usually
measured in terms of the racial and socio-economic composition of the
student body, or in terms of scores on standardized aptitude tests,
Quality of teaching may be measured by experience (number of years of
tr-ching), by the percentage of teachers with advanced degrees, by
teacher-student ‘ratioy or by a subjective measurement of teaching
ability, arrived at via classroom observation by experts. Students'
learning is usually measured by studeants' performance on standardized
achievement tests. Whether these are good indices is disputed., The

. long=-range impact of schooling has been studied chiefly in such gross

F T(j terms as earnings and party affiliation,

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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The racial and socio-economic compositien of schools. Evidence

guggests that tie gocio-economic comnosition of the student body of a
sciool may have significant impact on short~term outnuts (see, for
instance, Coleman, et al., 15663 Dyer, 1963; ILvle, 1567; liaveska, 1972).
lace, whether as a surrogate for socio=-economic status or in itself,

has also been shown :c have some fmpact on student learnine (sre St.
John, 1970; Weinbarg, .1963) (The effect of either of these vori-
ables., on long-range schooling outputs is uunclear, and, ia fact,

a matter of considerable Jispute -- sec Jencks, EE.EEJ’ 1972 ‘'od«-son,

1973.)

—
WS
~
b=
..

Lailoue, (1%71:139), Lyon (1971:7), Ginzberg ( 374), and

Ratzman (1971:163-164) surgest that poor-guality schools, particularly
tlose in the inner-city tend to lose middle~ and upper-class,

Anglo children, 0Of the three instances tvvhere the effects of family
choice on tie demographic composition of schools have bern actually
studied in only one case was it found to have hal no effect. After
tae operation of the first year of its voucher zxperiment, the Alum
Zock school district reports that no change in the racial make-up of
its schools occured (J. Levin, 1972), Rawitsch (1$72:15-21) and
Sederberg and Alkire (1972:43, 50) report that schools in the llinnea-

polis Experimental Schrols project hecame more socic-cconomically

homogenevus after one year of operation, In Eugene, Oregon, it was

ERIC
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parents of praldominently high socio-ecoremic status who utilized the
scunool transfer program -- generally going to certain schools and
way from others (Sonuenfeld, 1972:5, 23-24),

Srudent dptitude. Rawitsch (1472:61-62) reports considerable

differences between schiools in the average aptitude test scoves of

\

children sclecting to attend those schools. Fox (1$67:51-62),

assess.ug thne Mew York Open Enrollment program, notes that those
ciildren who transferred to JUpen Earolinent sciwols (the schocls te

wizich students 'ere allowed to transfer) were generally brighter than

those wio remained in their inner-city schools.

Quaiity of teachinz. TFox (1967) also concludes that children

transferring to Cpen Enrollment schools were receivine better quality
teaching (as judged by experts wihio observed the teachers in action in

both the sending and receiving schools) than were their peers.

Student learning. Fox notes that children transferriune to ODpen

Enrollment schools had a greater improvement in their reading achieve-
ment than did their non-transferring peers (Fox; 196/), Anc¢, accord-
ing to Tox (1967), the achievement of other children in receiving
schools did not go down., Dyke (1972:48) reports that

Generally, urban pupils enrolled at suburban schools did not
achieve expected gains in reading or mathematriecs as measured

Ly their performance on NYSPEP (New York State Pupil Evalu-

ation Program) tests. Over one-—half of tihe pupils demonstrated
Jecreasing rates of achievement during the two or tiiree year tirc
differentidls that veére examined.

El{[C : -
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vle Desvonsiveness of Schools

»

A major coal of the varicus proposals to facilitate family choice
in schooliny (see fn., page 2) is to increase the responsiveness of
sciiools, particularly nublic schools, to their clientele. It is
genecally felt by proponents of these plans (sec, for instance,

CePP, 1%70; Arcen and Jencks, 19713 Friedman, 1%¥62: E5-107; otc;)

that by 2lloving parents to spand their schooling monies where they
Gesire == and by allowing them to leave (or never g¢o to) dissatisfncrory
schiool situations -~ the functioning of tha educational mar'etplace

: vould te such that, in the short run,, ¢ least some students would ead
up in better schonls, and that in the long run, poor schools would

‘driven out of the marketplace.l4 Lyon (1971:%), nowever, varns

o
[0

1L'Some educators question whether schools should be respounsive

to tus’r clientele, Bowerc (1870:16-17), for instance, writes:
At present the school is caught in a situation in vhich it must,
for ijeological reasons that both the public and school officials
accent, be responsive to the opinions of the peorle even when
titese opiuniong interfere with freedom of thought in the classroorn .
Not all the pressures exerted on school officials are motivatel
by generosity of public spirit; yvet the schoonl board, superin-
tendents and classroom teachers must take these nressuraesz into
account -~ egpecially if the iuterest group is numerically large
or poverful in seme other way . . . Although the ideology of
local control maintains the vublic's primacy in determining the
purpose of education, it is nevertheless essential that the
educator address himself to the question of the purpose of
education and tlie kind of institutional structure fhat would
best facilitate its realization. If he does not do this, he will
continue to lack the autonomy necessary to protect the classroom
from tne stifline pressures the public 1s capable of exerting.

O

ERIC
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that facilitacing Zamily choice is '"1likely to carry risks of
unacceptable variation in the quality cf educational services,"
Partineton (1$70:4G), on the other haud, believes that the claim that
fumily choice leads to increasing disparities between schools is
“fraudulent, lLacouse tiis is to say Jisparity does not already exist.”

Ladouz (1971:139) suggests that there i35 no rasearci: to show that

publiic schecls are an "better" when in greater competition with

ot

private scuocls., But Areen and Jenchks (1572:36) contend that "there

is no evidence that tatholic schools have served tneir children anv

vorss than public schools." Coous, Suerarman, ani Clune (13870:5%)

peliev: tha: family choice in schooling leads to "improved" schooling
for everyone, coming about particularly throush tiue "better matching
of schools and children . . . by the judgments. of rarents and

children than by an imperscnal attendance boundary for the neighborhocd

or the judgment. of an expert.” H., Levin (13968:35) agrees tihat "even

the poor might experience some improvement in their schocling,' but

5
also belicevaes that family choice may "change the relative distribution
of scuooling opportunities in such a way that present dispariities in
income and ovportunities among socisl and racial erouns would increasa,”
Lyon (1571:8) and Fuchs (196$:56) both believe that family choice

tends to hold schools more occountable to narents, particularly to poorx

and minority parents.
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iiirschman and LaNoue susgest some qualifications to the thesis

£ -~ily choice renders schools more rasponsive. Differentiatine

between the responsiveness ' cf tho marketnlesce and the responsiveness

of individual schools, Hirschman (1370:51-53, 26-27) surgests that

ia) not all schools would be equally resronsive, In that

4~

If one assumes a complete ond continuous array of varictics,
from cheap and poor-zuality to expensive and high~quality,
then detericration uf any but the top awnd bottom variety wiil
rapidly lea! to a combination of exite: the quality—couscious
consuriers move to the higher-price, higher—-quality nroducts
and the price conscious ones go over to the lower-price,
lowcr-qun~. ity varieties; the former will ¢till tend to eet out
first wheun it iz cuality that declines rather than price that
rises, but the latter will ncot be far bebind.

o
t

« » « voice is likely to rplay a mores important ro
opposing deterioration of nigh-guality products than of lower-
guality products . . . If only bzcause of economiecs of

scale, it is plausible that :density is letrer In ti2 upper rances
of guality than in the louver and middle ranges If this is 3n
thien dsterioration of a product in the upper quality rances hns
to be fairly cubstantial before the quality-conscious wili exit
and switech to the next better variety., Hence the scope for,

and rcsort to, the voice cption will be greatest in these
rengesy it will be comparitively slight in the medium- and
Low=quziity ranges.

le in

. r vy 4 ‘7 e o . .
avd tnat &) Cxlt—causing markets mavy vand to dissipate consumer

dissatisfaction, rather than to focus ir:

N -y §- - - 1 > Y .

N0 natter vhat the quality elasticity of demand, <xit could fail
to cause any revenue loss to the individual firns if the firm
acquired new customers as it loses the old ones.

ees .ocomratitivelv produced new product wight reveal only
tarougn use some of its faulte and noxious side effects, 1In
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this case the claims of the various corpeting producevs ares
likely to make for prolonged experimenting of consumers with
alternate brands, all ecually faulty, and hence for delay in
bringing prescure on manufacturers for effzctive improveument
in tbe product, Competition in this situation is a

consideralle convenicnce to the manufacturers because it keerp

consuiers from cowplaining; it diverts tiieir aencrgy to the
wnting for the inex:istent improved producis that mignt
gosa1L1v nave been turned out by the competition . . .

LaNoue (1v72:139%) suggests that "marketplace analoeies do not fit
to the educational world" because

JTL Vo ez . . .

market in the same way corporations do. This severely limiv
the possibility of consumer accountability. Although thare
no research on the mattewr, the most plausible generalization
that the more desirnble the private school, the less the
rarental accountability,

do not view increasing thieir share o
D

vowus (1970) »osits scven conditions necessary for choice
in schooling to be zffective in making scheols more resnonsive:
(a) the existence of altervative suppliers, (b) the frzedom of

tuose suiiliews to offer significantly varying ~roducts, (¢) the

existenc: of consumer control over significant resources, (d) the

S

ns

well

is
is

freedom for consumer preferences to influence resource allocztion,

]

(¢) the existence of an adequate means of evaluating outputs, (f)

the existence of an information svitem easily accessible to consumers,

and (g) thz provision for payment of trunsportation costs.



Other Effects of Family Choice in Schooling

Two additional types of eflects of family choice in schonling
have been noted in the literature: the effects of family choice
on parental attitudes toward the public schools, and tha affects of

family choicz on parental involvement choice-maling.

Parental attitucdes toward the public sciusels. Fuchs (1765:55-56),

writing about sciooling “in Denmark, remarhs that a significant

effect of the exlstence of "Free Scheols™ (state-sumported nou-public

and vt "a striking characteristic of “iree Schoels is th

©
e
i
s
e}
£
]
i

coiucidence of goals on the nart of narents, teachers,

1

and administrators, and the harmonious relaticrnships between these

"

groups.’ She goes on to suggest that "an advantage of a system with

reedom from the monolithic

L
o)
c
th

publicly supported alternetives is t
compulsion of huge bureaucratic organizations may free tie wublic

scihiools of debilitating conflict." Patton and Anderson (1972:63)

telieve that "

parental choice in selecting sciiools for their ciulldren
will tend to reduce the aunti~schools sentiment that has developed

in recant years.'" Iun ‘linneapolis, where high school parents have fewer
options to choose from than do elementary school parents, high scheol

parents report a higher degree of dissatisfactien with the school

district than do elementary parents (Sederbere and Alkire, 1972:10).

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

/s

Par=ntal involvement in choice-maline. Partington (1970:40),

Fantini (1271:%3), and Rowley (1263:157) posit that, when parents are
given greater onportunities to s~lect schoscls for their children, not
only do tiney become more involved in choice-making in sclhivoling, but
they also Lacome rmore knowledgeahle and competent decision-malkors
in geacral,
The CSPP (7971:110%24~110%9() speculated that parents, as they are
given greater choice in schooling
probably want several kindsz of school information that
a
ther individuzl schools are living un to their unigue
¢y and qualitavive school information ., . . such as
other people's nerceptions of school atmospheres and teacher
attitudes,
This view tends-"to be corrokorated by Almen (1972) who reports
evidence that, in Ilinneapclis, as parents have talien on greater
responsitilicy for sclecting their children's schools, they have
perceived the need for, and demanded, more and better information

concerning tue publicly-funded sciwols,
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

I have now completed my discussion of family cheice in schosling.
It is probably strikingly apparent to the reader of this paper that the
_ evidence on family choice in schooling is almost non-existent. There
has been systematic examinaticn of neither the range of choic: options
extant in schooling today, the process of family choice in schcoling,
families' evaluative criteria in selecting schoocls, or the effects
of femily choice in schooling.

What I have attempted to do in this paper is to rough out several
aspects of the processes, contingencies, and outcomes of family choice
in schooling, both to provide a more useful framework for the study
of family choice in schooling than previously available, and to
provide some of the groundwork necessary for a theory of family
choice in schooling.

A major motivation for me to write this paper is that, due to
a forthcoming change in my personal circumstances, I do not plan, for
several years at least, to continue my examination of family choice in
schooling. I very much would like to see others become interested
in the subject and pick up the ball and run with it,

The reséarch possibilities seem endless. Of particular value,

I believe, would be an extensive ethnographic study of families
actively involved in choosing schools for their children. Such a
study might best be done in locations where families have the oppor-

tunity to choose various schools within publicly-funded school districts.
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Minneapolis; Berkeley and Alum Rock, California; and Eugene, Oregon
would be excellent sites.

An ethnographic study would be valuable in that, if well done,
it could give us an insight into both families' definitions of the
reality of choiée.in schooling ‘potentially & long way from the
definitions of social scientists, as cited in this paper), and
family decision-making processes (which social science knows so
little about in any context).

A second methodology which could prove fruitful in the study of
family choice in schooling is the survey research methodology developed
by Bock and Jones (1969) and applied to family choice in schooling
on a test basis by Jerdee and Rosen (1973). In the technique, called
"factorial paired compari. n,' schools are created, differing on one
or more of several attributes, and then paired; respondents are
asked to choose between pairs in a structured sample of each possible
pair of schools (Jerdee and Rosen, 1973:2-3). The analysis, though
complicated, leads to some very neat indices of the relative value of
various criteria in the choice of schools. Because it requires
trade-offs to be made, rather than simply asking for a rank-ordering
of valuation of criteria, the method seems to be of particular use-
fulness. (See also Jones and Jeffrey, 1964; and Richa?dson, 1966

]
for a further explication of the "factorial paired comparison' tech-

nique.)
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