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Abstract

LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION: A QUALITATIVE EXPLORATORY STUDY OF
ACCESS TO PUBLIC SCHOOL INFORMATION DURING THE HOMEBUYING PROCESS

Alicia Hunter

Marymount University

Twenty-first century education reform shifted the pursuit of public education from
democratic principles to the pursuit of private interests for individual benefit. Reasoning from an
applied behavior economic theoretical framework assumes consumers seeking economic benefits
from their public schools will seek public schools with more resources. This market approach to
public education legitimized by education reform has fostered a demand for homeownership in
close proximity of well-funded public schools. A review of the literature suggests a relationship
between high property values and schools with more resources. There is a gap in the literature on
understanding the type of public school information, and the sources of public school
information that contribute to consumers decision making when seeking homes in proximity of
well-funded schools. The research questions were exploratory and sought to answer: 1) What are
common consumer public school inquiries made to real estate professionals? 2) What objective
public school information sources do real estate professionals share with consumers? The aim of
this exploratory study provided better understanding on consumer access to governed public

school information during the homebuying process for future research about economics drivers



of the growing relationship between high property values and public schools that are
well-funded.

The nature of this study was qualitative, exploratory, and nonexperimental. A single case
study research design provided an in-depth look at licensed real estate professionals' experiences
in disseminating public school information to consumers searching for homes in proximity of
well-funded schools in Fairfax County, Virginia. Sources of data for this case study were a
non-probability sampling of seven licensed real estate professionals with varied backgrounds
practicing real estate in Fairfax County. Data for the semi-structured interviews was collected
using an interview protocol, audio recording, and transcription services. A thematic analysis
approach was used to inductively analyze the experiences of real estate professionals when
disseminating public school information to consumers in the homebuying process.

The main findings of this study are that public school information was not a priority
inquiry in the homebuying process, and consumer private interests are contextual and driven by
social factors. Furthermore, consumer inquiries about public schools were not consistent with
existing literature on consumer private interests in public schools. Consumer public school
information inquiries that did occur in the homebuying process prioritized proximity to
programs, and consumers did not explicitly cite well-funded schools in their inquiries. The most
significant result was how varied interpretations of fair housing laws limited real estate
professionals' dissemination of public school information to consumers.

This study is significant because it contradicted much of the literature about consumers’

private interests in well-funded public schools. It did not provide more information about the
overall research aim to better understand the relationship between high value properties and

well-funded schools, yet it met a primary aim of exploratory research, which is to determine at



an early stage if a topic is worth further study (Maxwell, 2013). The findings of this study still
yields professional applications for real estate professionals, educators, and consumers as well as
policy implications for public school information governance in education reform and an
increased awareness for digital steering by search engine algorithms. Additionally the results of
this study legitimized applied behavior economics as a theoretical framework to analyze
education reform policies. Opportunities for further research suggest an exploration of a “return
on information” and include investigation on the following three areas: public school information
sources available to consumers online, available public school content published online, and the

relationship between search engine algorithms and consumer information acquisition online.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Twenty-first century education reform legitimized the pursuit of public education in the
United States from democratic principles to private interests. Policies and legislation from No
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) and Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) promoted and
incentivized the marketization of modern public education. Historically, public education was
championed for democratic participation, and social and civic responsibility (Koliba, 2020). The
Industrial Revolution and the Great Depression influenced education reform that resulted in
political, economic and social change to what education is, what it means, and what it means to
be educated (Yang, 2006). A review of the literature later in chapter two suggests that the
marketization of public education is an implication of the evolution of American democracy
from the founding fathers promoting equality and justice to a consumer capitalist version of
American democracy (Diamond, 2018) transformed by economic and social programs of the
former president Roosevelt’s New Deal (Fass, 1981).

A socio-political embedment of capitalism in democracy influences the role of
democratic microcosms such as public education that we now see institutionalized in modern
education reform public policy and federal legislation. Economic reasoning from principles of
applied behavioral economics helps to explain this phenomenon. The marketization of public
education shifts the democratic principles of public education to private interests for individual
benefit. In this view, “families and their children are not citizens whose educational successes
promote civic virtue and democratic values; they are “customers” who shop around with buying

power for the best product out of rational self-interest” (Malone, 2012, para 6). The



marketization of public education is an implication of education reform that has created systems
and structures that enable the consumption of mass public schooling for private interests.
Problem Summary

The pursuit of private economic benefits from public schooling transforms families as
external stakeholders of education services and programs to families as consumers of education
services and programs. Market approaches to public education have misconstrued the perception
of the private economic benefits of public schooling in two ways. First, modern education reform
established governance for public school information that prioritizes the publication of
accountability data information to describe local public school quality. Consumers are left with
narrow information about their neighborhood public schools. Second, modern education reform
governs public school funding sources to be heavily dependent on revenues from local property
taxes from residential homes. Anecdotal data from the literature assumes consumers who seek
economic benefits from their public schools will seek schools with more resources. A
relationship is now established between high property values and schools with more resources. A
public school with more resources has “more experienced teachers, smaller class sizes, richer
extracurricular offerings, and more modern facilities and materials” (Hansen, et al., 2022, para
2).

An initial review of the literature in chapter two suggests an increase of families shopping
for residential homes with higher values to have access to a public school that is well funded for
private interests. Since the early 2000s at the inception of marketization of public education,
quantitative studies have been published on the influence of accountability metrics on home

valuation, and qualitative studies are available on consumer preferences for specific locations to



have access to well funded schools. Consumers’ private interest in proximity to well-funded
schools becomes more persistent in locations with public schools that have high performing and
low performing accountability data within the same zip code, and frequently shifting school
boundary zones. Some zip codes are most susceptible to boundary changes in response to
enrollment, neighborhood racial, ethnic, socioeconomic status, and other factors (Arundel, 2021).
There is a gap in the literature on understanding the type of public school information, and the
sources of public school information that contribute to education consumers decision making
when seeking homes in proximity of well-funded schools. There is also a gap in the literature on
the complexity of public school information that contributes to education consumers decision
making when seeking homes in proximity to well-funded schools that are subjected to
contentious school boundary zones. A well-funded school could quickly lose resources if school
boundary zones shift unexpectedly.

A next step in understanding the role of public school information in education consumer
decision making is to explore consumer access to public school information during the home
search. The homebuying process is a dynamic context to learn more about the influence of
available public education information governed by school reform policies on education
consumer decision making for access to well-funded schools.

Background of Study

This study was designed in response to a gap in literature about the influence of governed
public school information on consumers' decision making in the pursuit of homeownership in
close proximity of well-funded schools. This study assumed consumers' access to public school

information may influence their decision making in their search for homes near well-funded



schools. Economic theories on information explain that “information search is a stage of the
decision making process in which consumers actively collect and utilize information from
internal and/or external sources to make better purchase decisions” (Chiang, n.d., para 6). It was
unclear in the literature the nature of consumer inquiries about public schools. Did consumers
already know the public information they were seeking, or did the available public school data
frame their inquiries? Consumers usually seek the guidance of real estate professionals for the
homebuying process, and to facilitate real estate transactions. The role of real estate
professionals drove the design of this study to further explore access to public school information
and what public school information sources were disseminated to education consumers.

The study was also designed to investigate consumer public school information inquiries
in pursuit of homes in proximity to well-funded schools in the homebuying process. A review of
median home values, public school transfer funds, and real estate tax revenue was conducted to
confirm Fairfax County Public Schools was a local education agency with well-funded public
schools. Table I illustrates a summary of public funding for the public school systems in the
Washington, D.C. metropolitan area.

Table 1

Public School District Funding Sources and Median Home Values in Washington, D.C. Metro

Jurisdiction Average Home Proposed FY23 Proposed FY 23
Assessed Value School District Transfer Funds Real Estate Tax Revenue
Alexandria City $655,901 $280,678,300 $492,235,498
Arlington County $762,700 $575,962,369 $1,199,781,472
Fairfax County $668,974 $2,490,779,871 $3,199,106,841
Prince George’s County $251,587 $846,997,300 $1,031,642,900
Prince William County $469,842 $716,888,161 $843,338,000

Note: Data is from each district's FY23 budget reports.



This study was also designed to consider where in the homebuying process public school
information was most impactful to consumers. A key step in the homebuying process is finding
the right property and search phase (Fontinelle, 2022). Real estate professionals follow a strict
code of ethics in the home search process to be as objective as possible, and provide resources,
so consumers guide the search and make informed decisions (National Association of
REALTORS®, 2014). Studies have shown local public schools as a top neighborhood amenity in
property searches (Kennedy, 2022). Data from the National Association of REALTORS® (2020)
shows “26% of recent home buyers were influenced by the quality of their school district when
selecting a neighborhood” (Kalfrin, para 3). Information acquisition is a key behavior in the
search phase of the homebuying process (Fontinelle, 2022). Real estate professionals rely on
published information about schools for market analysis, and sometimes marketing (National
Association of REALTORS®, 2014). This suggests education consumers also rely on published
information about schools during the property search of the homebuying process to make
informed decisions as well. This study focused on information acquisition during the search
phase of the homebuying process based on reports from the National Association of
REALTORS®.

The study was also designed to explore the objectivity of public school information
available to education consumers from the sources provided by real estate professionals. A core
principle of ethics for real estate professionals is to provide objective information to consumers,
so they can make informed decisions to drive the homebuying process (National Association of
REALTORS®, 2014). However, the abundance of quantitative accountability metrics published

by federal and state departments of education, local education agencies, and third party sites may



interfere with fair housing laws' requirement of the dissemination of objective information by
real estate professionals to consumers. The /968 Fair Housing Act requires real estate
professionals to provide objective information to consumers, so they make informed decisions in
their property search. The published and available information governed by federal and state
education boards, and local education agencies is primarily quantitative and heavily focuses on
accountability metrics as a key indicator of school quality. Commonly published public school
information criteria are performance assessment proficiency rates, student commitment to
learning, and college career readiness (MCIEA, 2022). The objectivity of the available published
public school information is unclear. Real estate professionals and education consumers need
access to objective information about public schools to comply with fair housing laws, and to
satisfy consumers' private interests.

As a result of these considerations, a study was designed in response to a gap in literature
on the access to public school information for consumers seeking homeownership in close
proximity to well-funded schools.

Scope of Study

The purpose of this study was to learn about consumer access to governed public school
information during the homebuying process. This study aimed to contribute valuable information
and insights on the role of governed public school information in the homebuying process for
properties in proximity of well-funded local public schools. Since there is limited research
available in the literature exploring the implications of consumer access to governed public

school information, I developed five aims for this study.



The first aim was to conduct a single case study exploring the experiences of real estate
professionals in Fairfax County with consumers with private interests in public schools. The
second aim was to explore a specific case in the Lorton community, where consumers' private
interests for residential homes in proximity to well-funded private schools were subjected to a
fluid school boundary zone. The third aim was to interview real estate professionals to learn
about consumer public school inquiries. The fourth aim was to understand the objective
information sources real estate professionals provided to consumers about public schools. The
fifth aim was to examine the content of governed public school information published on the
disseminated objective information sources.

Based on the purpose of this study, the research questions are: 1) What type of
information about schools is published and available to consumers when making a homebuying
decision? 2) What are common consumer public school inquiries made to real estate
professionals? 3) What objective public school information sources do real estate professionals
share with consumers? The perspective of real estate professionals were sought after for their
professional expertise in facilitation of the homebuying process, and their professional and legal
obligations to disseminate objective information. Real estate professionals' experiences with
consumer public school inquiries and objective information sources disseminated to consumers
were documented to learn about the types of public school information that is being consumed
for further investigation.

The nature of this study was qualitative, exploratory, and nonexperimental for a single

case on consumer access to public school information when searching for homes in proximity of



well-funded schools. The scope of the study is summarized in 7able 2 to illustrate the alignment
of the problem of practice, purpose of the study and research design.

Table 2

Alignment of Study Scope

Alignment Item Alignment Item Description

Problem Space Need: Market approaches to public education have misconstrued the
perception of the private economic benefits of public schooling. There is
evidence that the governance of public school information influences
consumers' private interests. Consumers are left with narrow information
about their neighborhood public schools. Consumers are drawing
conclusions about school quality based on local public school funding
allocations. A relationship is now established between high property
values and schools with more resources.

Problem Statement: Explore consumers’ access to public school information when pursuing
residential property in proximity to well-funded public schools.

Purpose of the Study: A study was designed in response to address a gap in the
literature about the market influence of governed public school
information on consumers' decision making in the pursuit of
homeownership in close proximity to well-funded schools. An exploration
of consumer access to public school information during the homebuying
process will provide more understanding.

Phenomenon: The pursuit of private economic benefits from public schooling
transforms families as external stakeholders of education services and
programs to families as consumers of education services and programs.

Research Questions: 1)What type of information about schools is published and
available to consumers when making a homebuying decision?
2) What are common consumer public school inquiries made to
real estate professionals?

3) What objective public school information sources do real
estate professionals share with consumers?

Methodology/Research Qualitative exploratory single case study
Design:

Note: Alignment of the study scope to illustrate the alignment of the problem of practice, purpose of the study and

research design.



Sources of data for this case study were a non-probability sampling of seven licensed real
estate professionals with varied backgrounds practicing real estate in Fairfax County, Virginia.
Data for the semi-structured interviews was collected using an interview protocol, audio
recording, and transcription services. A thematic analysis approach was used to inductively
analyze the results of this study. Chapter three further details more about the rationale for the
qualitative study design including data collection, data analysis procedures, and overall
trustworthiness and ethical considerations of the study.

Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks
Theoretical Framework

Theoretical foundations of this study are developed from principles of microeconomics to
better understand the marketization of public education in the governance of published public
school information and the significance of consumer private interest during the homebuying
process. Framing principles of applied behavioral economics is commonly used to examine the
quality of practice in business, public policy, and daily life by thinking rigorously about costs
and benefits, incentives, and human behavior (Stiglitz, 2017). Behavioral economics is best
defined in the context of this study as a “field that studies the effects of psychological, social,
cognitive, and emotional factors on the economic decisions of individuals and institutions”
(Lieberman, 2020, para 3). Applied behavior economics is a popular tool in business planning
and for public policy analysis and evaluation (Stiglitz, 2017). The understanding of what
consumers do theorized by applied behavioral economics may help better analyze the effects of
market approaches to public education institutionalized by school reform policy and legislation

in the governance of public school information (Kenton, 2023). Additionally, applied behavioral
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economics theories help consumer decision making behaviors, and potentially assist markets in
helping consumers make those decisions in shaping government policy (Kenton, 2023).

The development of research design and discussion of results for this study were both
influenced by applied behavioral economic theories of consumer behavior, information
economies, and choice. Table 3 illustrates the specific applied behavioral economic theories that
are foundational to the research design, discussion of results, and recommendations for this case
study.

Table 3

Applied Behavioral Economic Theoretical Foundations

Theory Description

Consumer behavior theory Consumer behavior theory assumes consumers to be rational,
and seek to get the most value for their money (Estevez, 2022).

Choice architecture
Choice architecture theory suggests that consumer spending
patterns are heavily influenced by the way goods are presented
(Pettinger, 2022).

Asymmetric information theory Asymmetric information theory in economics refers to a
situation when consumers do not have full or complete
information when making decisions (Ansari, 2022).

Note: Theoretical foundations for economic reasoning of consumer information acquisition in homebuying.

These theoretical foundations are important to understanding instances of marketization
that are characteristic in modern education reform. This study assumes external stakeholders that
seek public school information as criteria for the homebuying process to be consumers rather
than stakeholders. Consumer behavior theory suggests consumers are rational, and seek to get the
most value for their money (Estevez, 2022). Consumers have clear cut preferences for various

goods and services and can judge the utility they receive from successive units of various
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purchases (Estevez, 2022). Furthermore, consumers make calculated decisions and seek products
and services that provide maximum utility, or the greatest benefit for private interests (Liberto,
2023). The theory of choice architecture in applied behavioral economics explains consumer
decisions are influenced by the way choices are presented (Pettinger, 2022). The case study
assumed real estate professionals were choice architects in the framing of public school
information and presentation of choice from their dissemination of objective information
(Decision Lab, 2023). Real estate professionals management of consumer public school
information sources may create disadvantages in asymmetries of information. Asymmetric
information theory in economics refers to a situation when consumers do not have full or
complete information when making decisions (Ansari, 2022). This study assumed access to
public school information influenced consumer decision making in the homebuying process to
satisfy a specific private interest in the proximity to well-funded schools. Information
asymmetries in the homebuying process may create a monopoly of knowledge where only a
select few individuals are presented with the necessary information to understand a situation and
make decisions (Voss, 2021). Information asymmetries in the homebuying process may also
foster adverse selection where various parties have access to different information (Voss, 2021).
An applied behavioral economic theoretical foundation in the context of this case helps to
analyze consumer decision making from assumptions of consumer behavior theory and analyze
the implications of what public school information sources are disseminated from assumptions of
choice architecture and asymmetric information theories

Conceptual Framework
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Applied behavior economic reasoning provided a theoretical foundation for a
constructivist conceptual framework that described consumer acquisition of public school
information during the homebuying process. A constructivist research paradigm was an ideal
approach because this study is driven and influenced primarily by context, prioritization of
understanding the viewpoint of the subject over the observer and grounded on data generated by
the research (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). Context will be vital for knowledge and knowing, and
will be taken into consideration in any systematic pursuit of understanding (Kivunja and Kuyini,
2017). A conceptual framework was developed to provide a systematic understanding of
consumer access to public school information in the context of the homebuying process from the
viewpoints of real estate professionals. Figure I displays a conceptual framework that illustrates
the information acquisition cycle driven by consumer private interests based on theoretical
foundations of applied behavioral economics.

Figure 1

Information Acquisition in the Homebuying Process Framework

Decision Making Consumer Inquiries

Consumer inquiries to real estate

Consumers make decisions E
professionals

based on access to information

Consumer private
interests

Consumer Research Information Dissemination

Real estate professionals disseminate

Consumers engage in Cob :
objective information to consumers

research

Note: Conceptual framework of information acquisition driven by economic reasoning of consumer private interests.
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The conceptual framework of information acquisition in Figure 1 for this study is cyclical
and driven by consumer private interests. In the context of this study, consumer private interests
are proximity to well-funded schools. The initial phase of information acquisition in the
homebuying process begins with consumer inquiries to real estate professionals. In the
homebuying process, consumers seek real estate professionals as a top resource to help them buy
homes, and NAR’s Equal Professional Service Model suggests realtors give consumers the
resources they need to make the decision for themselves (National Association of REALTORS®,
2014). In the context of this study, consumer behavior theory conceptualizes consumer inquiry as
a behavior for maximum utility.

The second phase of information acquisition in the homebuying process involves the
dissemination of objective public school information sources from real estate professionals in
response to consumer inquiries. Real estate professionals determine the information sources
available to consumers as choice architects and decide consumer public school information
choices in the homebuying process. The third phase of information acquisition in the
homebuying process is consumer research. Consumers research for public school information is
guided by the choices presented to them from real estate professionals. The final phase of
information acquisition in the homebuying process is the consumer decision. Information
asymmetries impact consumer decision making to satisfy their private interest in homes in
proximity to well-funded schools.

Definitions of Key Terms
1. Education consumer- external stakeholders who prioritize private interests over

democratic principles in the pursuit of public education. Focuses on the acquisition of
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education as a private good, for themselves and their children to enhance their social
opportunities in competition with others (Larabee, 2011).

Information governance- holistic approach to managing information by implementing
processes, roles, controls and metrics that treat information as a valuable asset (Robinson
& Cole, 2022,).

Private interest- actions that elicit personal, social and economic benefit for individual
interests (Kenton, 2021).

Education market-the “sum of the actions of all educational consumers as they pursue
their individual interests through public schooling” (Larabee, 2011, p. 390).

Public school- A local neighborhood school close to a student’s residence; and one for
which the school district provides transportation, or which is so close to a student’s
residence that the district does not provide transportation (We Go Public, 2021).
Well-funded school- Public schools in proximity of houses with an average worth
$729,000 in property value.

Real estate professional- Essential stakeholders in property sales and valuation. Expertise
includes offering objective information and informed opinions about local market
conditions, being knowledgeable about the latest home trends and technologies, and
understanding community issues. Roles include but aren’t limited to real estate agent,
realtor, property manager, real estate broker (National Association of REALTORS®,
2022).

School quality- Reflection of what the public wants to know about schools including

measures of how much students are learning core academic content, such as performance
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assessment proficiency rates, student commitment to learning, and college career
readiness (MCIEA, 2022).

9. School value- A school that is based on warm, caring relationships, focuses on the useful
and relevant application of knowledge with a goal of competence, and uses a
lead-management approach to promote self-evaluation and continual improvement
(Fitzgerald et al., 2018).

10. Homebuying process- The process of buying a home that “involves finding a property,
securing financing, making an offer, getting a home inspection, and closing on the
purchase” (Fontinelle, 2022, para 3).

11. School boundary zone- School boundaries, also referred to as an attendance zone, “define
a geographic zone within which a student is eligible to attend that designated school” (We
Go Public, 2021, para 1).

12. Objective information - widely available third-party information offering choice in a
systematic way (National Association of REALTORS®, 2022).

13. Boundary battlefield - Neighborhoods where homeowners have conflicting support for
the redrawing of school attendance zones to better integrate schools with consideration to
building capacities, enrollment trends and transportation, as well as a priority for racial
equity (Arundel, 2021).

Assumptions, Delimitations, and Limitations
Assumptions
This study made assumptions that drove the case study research design, and the

contextualization for the participants and interpretation of research findings. The case study
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research design defined a nonexperimental setting with unique characteristics to develop a single
case. The study assumed residential properties in neighborhoods with fluid school boundary
changes were a shared priority for real estate professionals and consumer private interests’ in the
pursuit of public school information in the homebuying process. The study made assumptions
about participant recruitment and engagement for a study on dissemination of public school
information to consumers in the homebuying process. Chapter three further elaborates on the
details of these assumptions.
Delimitations

The focus of my research aims and research questions changed from the initial intent.
The scope of the study and research design were amended during participant recruitment and
during the review of raw data in the initial phases of thematic analysis. The bounds of the study
was expanded because I quickly learned during the review of raw data from the first few
semi-structured interviews that participants were not comfortable talking about public schools
due to fears of steering based on their individual interpretations of fair housing laws.
Additionally, participants were not interested, nor informed about the politics of school
boundaries in the Lorton community, or even in Fairfax County as a whole. These limitations
made it difficult to recruit participants in Lorton, so the participant recruitment expanded from
Lorton to all of Fairfax County. The recruitment barriers created by fair housing laws made me
shift the specificity in my study about the proximity to well-funded schools. Participants lacked
prior knowledge on understanding public school funding, any of the literature about home
valuation and school quality measures, and simply did not find that information to be relevant to

consumers from their experiences.
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The data collection shifted to focus on access to practices about the dissemination of
public school information, and consumer inquiries when public schools did come up. The
changes to scope of the study impacted data collection methods, and available data sources for
the study. My initial data sources were interviews, focus groups, and website content analysis.
Recruitment challenges made it difficult to schedule individual interviews, so I decided
coordinating focus groups would be difficult to do with the time constraints of the study and
concerns for fair housing violations. I eliminated focus groups as a data source and conducted
additional semi-structured interviews.

I later had to reduce my website content analysis as a data source as well. During
preparation of the raw data, and development of descriptive data during the thematic analysis
procedure, I realized the results did not have specific data points to inform data collection for the
website content analysis. Participant responses about websites were vague, and difficult to
remove researcher bias from the interpretation of their responses.

Overall, the case study research design remained, but the scope of my study shifted. My
research questions were reduced from three to two. I did not have the resources to explore the
type of public school information published and available to consumers when making a
homebuying decisions. The research questions for the remainder of this study were: 1) What are
common consumer public school inquiries made to real estate professionals? 2) What objective
public school information sources do real estate professionals share with consumers? My sole
data source was a purposive sample of real estate professionals in Fairfax, County, and the data

collection instrument was a semi-structured interview protocol, and results were analyzed with a
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thematic approach. Chapter three further elaborates on the details of delimitations that redirected
the scope of the study.
Limitations

There were shortcomings in this study based on theoretical and practical constraints.
Theoretical limitations were to analyze the results solely from applied behavioral economic
theoretical foundations. The problem of practice was framed from economic reasoning, yet the
research aims were preoccupied with information governance. The results of this study were only
analyzed based on the relationship between consumer behavior, choice architecture, and
information asymmetries, and not synthesized with theoretical foundations about the nature of
information acquisition or dissemination of information.

The most impactful practical constraints were shortcomings with the case study research
design, data collection method, interview protocol, preparation of raw data, data analysis
procedures, research validity, and researcher bias. Case study limitations were the reliance on
rich responses from participants for data analysis, and lack of generalizations from the purposive
sample (Maxwell, 2013). Case study design depended on participants to answer honestly,
openly, and with specificity, yet interpretation of fair housing laws reduced participants’
willingness to provide rich responses.

The data collection method was another shortcoming because data relied primarily on
interviews. Although data was collected from participants through interviews, Macedonia (2021)
cited this as a limitation within the study, due to limitations to observe participants in their
natural environments and observe non-verbal communication (Opdenakker, 2006), which could

have provided vital information for research data. The interview protocol was another
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shortcoming because the quality of interviewee responses were dependent on the quality of
questions from the interview protocol, and probing questions from the interviewer during
interviews. Potential bias in the development of questions and interpretation of response may
have interfered with participant response (Shakespeare, 2023). The amount of time spent
answering each interview question varied across research participation, and probing questions
were possibly inconsistently across interviews.

Preparation of raw data was another shortcoming in this study in considerations of audio
recordings and transcription services. A thematic analysis approach was also a shortcoming
because it is subjective and open to interpretation and may limit the quality of descriptive data
(Medelyan, 2022). This means that different researchers may come to different conclusions when
coding and analyzing the same data. The interpretation of results were based on judgements and
opinions, and the data was not analyzed mathematically (Maxwell, 2013). Furthermore, coding
guidelines were developed for reliable, consistent, and accurate coding, but cognitive bias is still
an influence on the manual coding of qualitative data (Medelyan, 2022).

Research validity was another shortcoming because it is typically supported with the
collection of multiple sources of evidence, which was limited to just interviews for this study.
This study anticipated real estate professionals as providing enough perspective to draw
conclusions and make recommendations, but unfortunately, fair housing laws and NARs ethical
professional standards fostered a disconnect between real estate professionals and public schools.

Researcher bias was a final shortcoming because I made many assumptions from word of
mouth and personal experience as an educator about the relevancy of school boundary zones to

consumers. I learned quickly in early phases of data collection that school boundary zones were
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not relevant to consumers according to real estate professionals. Moreover, research bias was
evident because I administered and conducted the interviews alone. Although my subjectivity
was a tool to be reflexive, and I used participant member checking, and peer debriefs for
trustworthiness, objectivity was not guaranteed because interpretation was dependent on my bias
and cultural experiences. Chapter four further elaborates on limitations of the study.
Significance of the Study

This study is significant because it did not accomplish the overall research aim to better
understand the relationship between high value properties and well-funded schools, but it met a
primary aim of exploratory research, which is to determine at an early stage if a topic is worth
further study (Maxwell, 2013). The results of this study are significant because it contradicts
much of the literature on consumers' private interests in well-funded public schools, and clarified
assumptions of the school quality debate. Additionally, it highlights gaps in education reform,
identifies implications for information governance, and draws attention to the influence of search
engine algorithms on information acquisition through economic reasoning from an applied
behavioral economic theoretical framework. This study legitimizes the synthesis of applied
behavior economics theories such as consumer behavior theory, choice architecture, and
information asymmetries as a theoretical framework to analyze free market education reform
policies.

The overall significance of this study did not provide a better understanding of the
relationship between high value properties and well-funded schools. Despite the contradictions
between the results and the existing literature, four unintended outcomes emerged that contribute

to the significance of this study including. The first two unintended outcomes that contributed to
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the significance of this study are clarification of the school quality debate, and professional
applications for real estate professionals and educators. Initially, this study assumed consumers'
private interests in the homebuying process was driven by proximity to well-funded schools,
instead the results suggest consumers' private interests are contextual and driven by social and
cultural factors. Next, the results revealed a gap in real estate professionals' interpretation of fair
housing laws, and access to objective information sources. This provides an opportunity for real
estate boards and professional organizations to provide a shared interpretation of fair housing to
improve consumer’s experiences in the homebuying process. Professional applications for
educators is to understand the marketization of education reform policy that has shifted the
purpose of public education for some of their stakeholders. This is an opportunity for educators
to adapt to consumption of public education and engage consumers based on private interests.
consumers want more information about programs and services, rather than performance
assessment accountability metrics.

Additional unintended outcomes that contributed to the significance of this study are
policy implications for public school information governance and raised concern about the social
impact of deregulated search engine algorithms on information acquisition. Federal and state
departments, as well as local education agencies can regulate public school information
governance policies to expand access to more comprehensive public school information for
better informed consumer choice. Furthermore, raising awareness about social implications of
deregulated search engine algorithms. The majority participants from this study relied on Google

search engine results as sources of objective information for this study. A deep dive into Google
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search engine results of public school information was out of scope for this study, but does raise
concern for the over reliance of search engine results for information.

Opportunities for further research suggest an exploration of a “return on information” and
include investigation on the following three areas: public school information sources available to
consumers online, available public school content published online, and the relationship between
search engine algorithms and information acquisition online.

Summary and Organization of the Remainder of the Study

This study is organized by a review of literature in the next chapter consisting of
secondary sources, institutional reports, publications, and articles published by economists and
credentialed researchers on private platforms. Chapter three will describe rationales for the
methodology and research design. Subsequent chapters will detail data analysis procedures for
raw data and analysis techniques with a discussion in finding. This study concludes with

recommendations for dissemination of findings, and further research.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

A review of the literature was important to better understand the current body of work
about the marketization of public schooling in education reform policy. Based on family and
community feedback and priorities from school boundary zone tension in neighborhoods, the
demand for school choice, and the popularity of public school ranking websites, it seemed
external stakeholders were applying economic reasoning to their pursuit of public education.
This study is exploratory, so this literature review was organized thematically to gain a broader
overview of the relevant literature, and previous empirical research to better define the problem
of practice and the scope of this study (Charlesworth Author Services, 2022). This study sought
to better understand how federal education policy positioned access to public school information
for stakeholder consumption and how that positioning influenced consumer behavior. The
influence of information acquisition on consumer behavior was observed in the context of the
homebuying process, since there was previously knowledge about the influence of real estate
property tax revenue on how well-funded a public school will be.

Themes identified for this literature review were based on concepts that emerged from an
initial understanding of the evolution of the pursuit of education from democratic roots to the
pursuit of the education following the Great Depression. Themes progressed from a review of
literature that explored the what and why of the evolution of the pursuit of public education, to
narrowing to specific concepts to better understand mass public schooling and a timeline of
education reform. Later themes reviewed the literature on principles of information acquisition in
the context of public schooling, and the intersections with consumer and stakeholders’

interpretations of school value and school quality. The literature review concluded with concepts
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specific to the aim of this study, with topics such as federal, state, and district public school
funding policies, the homebuying process, the role of real estate professionals, and existing
literature on the school quality and home value connection.

The review of the literature concluded with a better understanding of areas that lack
existing studies, and opportunities for extending previous research (Charlesworth Author
Services, 2022). Findings from this literature review guided the scope of this study to contribute
to the current body of work on education reform, consumer behavior, public school stakeholder
engagement, and dissemination of information.

Review of the Literature
Evolving Pursuit of Education in the United States

The pursuit of education in the United States is based on John Dewey’s (2000)
assumption that the “aims of education should be oriented towards preparing young people to be
full and active participants in all aspects of democratic life” (Koliba, para 1). Dewey’s
assumption also suggests, an educated population will have “the skills and dispositions needed to
actively participate in all aspects of democratic life to include: the basic need to be able to read,
write, do arithmetic, and participate in all aspects of democratic life” (Koliba, 2000, para 1). Key
aspects of democratic life included the ability to think critically, a sense of efficacy, a
commitment to compassionate action, and a desire to actively participate in political life by
engaging in local decision-making processes, lobbying, and voting (Koliba, 2000, para 1). These
assumptions for the pursuit of an education were affirmed socially, politically, and economically

in the United States fueling this sense of the American Dream until several important historical
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factors facilitated (Merkel, 2014) a desire “to make society more fair and equitable, with
economic possibilities for all Americans” (para 3, Milkis, 2023).

The Roosevelt administration’s New Deal programs “fundamentally and permanently
changed the U.S. federal government by expanding its size and scope—especially its role in the
economy” (Milkis, 2023, para 3). Fass (1981) described “the New Deal set precedents that
redefined and legitimized the federal government's role in education, and helped to establish new
ideas about federal responsibility for education” (p.8). The federal government promoted
economic gain through education policies integrated into social programs of the New Deal (Fass,
1981). Education activities critical to the maintenance of educational stability were legitimated
under the rubric of relief and uniquely provided funding and services to people who needed
training for jobs, work relief programs (Fass, 1981), rather than providing funding for the entire
nation’s public school systems (Encyclopedia, 2023).

Federal economic and education interventions of the New Deal ushered in a new
narrative to “secure the blessings of liberty”” from the Constitution of the United States, and
fostered a refined understanding of the American dream and democracy (Diamond, 2018).
Leuchtenburg (2023) summarizes “the New Deal sought to insure that the economic, social, and
political benefits of American capitalism were distributed more equally among America's large
and diverse populace” (2023, para 4). The Equal Protection Clause from the 14th Amendment
landmark case of Plyler v. Doe in 1982, further established a precedent for a more equal
distribution of capitalization through education by explaining "education has a fundamental role

in maintaining the fabric of our society" and "provides the basic tools by which individuals
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might lead economically productive lives to the benefit of us all" (United States Courts, 2023,
para 5).
Distinguishing between Pursuit of Education and Public Schooling

The literature suggests that the term education covers not only formal, but also informal
methods of gaining knowledge. It includes informal means of knowledge such as learning from
peers in work situations, books, online sources and free lecture sessions that take place outside
educational institutions (Admin, 2014). Informal aspects of the pursuit of an education depend
on the interest of the learner, and are not systemically administered (Admin, 2014). Formal
means of education is best known as public schooling, and starts with compulsory schooling and
continues hierarchically to universities, and post-graduate institutes (Admin, 2014). These formal
aspects of education are always systematic, pre-scheduled and well administered by the
government (Admin, 2014). Schooling is frequently misidentified as education, there is much
difference between education and schooling. School is the initial stage of formal student
education in most countries, and considered as one of the basic rights of citizens (Admin, 2014).
The primary difference between the pursuit of an education and public schooling is that the
pursuit of an education is broad, openly accessible and self-directed, while the latter is
compulsory and coercive (McDonald, 2017). Education is a broad term that can refer to informal
and formal education experiences, but it is key to distinguish in this study the nuance between
the pursuit of education as a democratic practice and the institution of public schooling
administered by state and federal government (McDonald, 2017).

The Institution of Public Schooling
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The United States was one of the first countries in the modern world to create a
compulsory universal public schooling system (Malone, 2012). Compulsory public schooling
was founded in 1852 based on an industrial model (McDonald, 2017) to make education
universally available through the standardization of schools that modeled factories, and a
standard progression from kindergarten through 12th grade that modeled assembly lines
(Education Reimagined, 2018). Before the Industrial Revolution, formal schooling was scarce,
dependent on tuition and fees, and limited to males (Carl, 2009). By 1930, all 48 states had
passed laws making education compulsory, and in 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), which committed the federal government to
significant ongoing expenditures to each state for the purpose of sustaining local K—12 school
systems (Encyclopedia, 2023).

The importance of schooling for national economic development, and individual mobility
grew during the Industrial Age, and transformed schooling into “widespread and hierarchical
education systems” (Carl, 2009, p.503). Gains in income and wealth during this era generated
larger public expenditures for the welfare of the general population, and more state governments
considered mass public schooling systems (Carl, 2009). In the early years of the Industrial
Revolution, Adam Smith, pioneering philosopher of free-market capitalism, suggested nations
educate their populations. Smith (2009) explained, “The more they are instructed, the less liable
they are to the delusions of enthusiasm and superstition” (Carl, p. 503). Smith (2009) continued
“An instructed and intelligent people, besides, are always more decent and orderly than an

ignorant and stupid one” (Carl, p. 503).
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The industrial model standardized compulsory public schooling where “learners are seen
as unfinished works in progress, as vessels waiting to be filled with knowledge” (Education
Reimagined, 2018, p.4). Additionally the industrial model designed an education system to move
the learner at an average pace through a standard curriculum, and provide groups of learners at
the same age with a standard set of knowledge deemed appropriate for that age (Education
Reimagined 2018). Sociologists and economists suggest this model is “no longer relevant in a
new economy that increasingly values creativity over conformity, knowledge workers over
factory laborers” (McDonald, 2017, para 1). Critics argue we are in the “Imagination Age — an
era defined by creativity, innovation and technological application” — yet, the “American
education system is stuck with an outdated system of mass schooling” (McDonald, 2017, para 1).
Types of Public Schools

The institution of compulsory public schooling offers several types of public schools to
American citizens. The most common type of school available is the neighborhood school. This
type of school is assigned to neighborhood schools based on rules and boundaries established by
local school districts based on rules and boundaries for each school in the district (Great Schools
Staft, 2022). Local public school districts also create the rules for attending other types of public
schools such as charter, and magnet schools. Charter schools are “public schools that are
liberated from some of the traditional school regulations required by the state and bound by
charter agreements granted by local school boards” (Great Schools Staff, 2022, para 4). Magnet
schools are not governed by neighborhood boundaries, and have a * particular focus, such as art
or technology, or follow a different structural organization” (Great Schools Staff, 2022, para 6).

Additional approaches to schooling are private schools and homeschooling. These forms of
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formal education are compulsory, but are not institutionalized in the same way as public schools.
Private schools are schools that set up their own criteria for admission, and charge tuition (Great
Schools Staff, 2022). Private schools do not receive funding from the state, and are not required
to hire credentialed teachers or publish their test score results (Great Schools Staff, 2022). Home
schooling is an “option for families to teach their children at home instead of sending them to a
public or private school” (Great Schools Staff, 2022, para 9). Each state has different laws
governing homeschooling, and many communities have organizations that support families with
curriculum (Great Schools Staff, 2022).

School Reform and the Accountability Movement

The movement to reform public schooling in the United States was largely motivated by
economic issues. Concerns about the “strength of the United States economy, the incomes of the
citizens, and the gaps between standards of living for different racial groups were consistently
and forcefully grounded in questions about the quality of our schools” (Hanushek, 1994, para 5).
Modern school reform was influenced by A4 Nation at Risk, the 1983 official government report
that detailed the decline of America's schools. This report motivated federal and state level
policymakers and advocates to “make major changes to the education system based on
standards-based accountability for schools, teacher evaluations based partly on student learning,
and the expansion of public school choice options” (Sargard, et al., 2019, para 8). Figure 2
illustrates a timeline of policies and publications that influenced school reform from the 1965 to
2010s explains the origins of accountability as a measure of school quality.

Figure 2

Origins of the Accountability Movement in School Reform



30

Every Student Succeeds Improving America’s Race to the Top
Act of 1965 (ESEA) Schools Act

1965 1994 2009

O O
1983 2002 2015

A Nation at Risk: The No Child Left Behind Every Student Succeeds
Imperative for Education Act
Reform

1994 Improving America’s Schools Act (IASA)

These changes in federal policy started with the Clinton administration’s 1994
reauthorization of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESEA) of 1965, Improving America’s Schools
Act (IASA), which included reform for Title I, increased funding for bilingual and immigrant
education, provisions for public charter schools, drop-out prevention, and educational technology
(Sass, 2022). Despite the efforts, critics challenged Clinton’s progressive education policies and
advocated for academically-oriented education (Sass, 2022).

2002 No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
In the early 2000’s the Bush administration reauthorized ESEA with No Child Left

Behind (NCLB). This legislation officially launched the accountability movement in education
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reform. NCLB mandated high-stakes student testing, held schools accountable for student
achievement levels, and provided penalties for schools that do not make adequate yearly progress
toward meeting the goals of NCLB (Sass, 2022). Broadly, the school accountability movement
can be defined by its use of data-based methods to evaluate schools in order to improve student
performance (Campagna, 2018). The federal government at this juncture has set precedence on
the governance of school information to focus on accountability. States also govern school
information in the same fashion to meet requirements for federal funding.
2009 Race to the Top

In 2009, the Obama administration introduced the American Reinvestment and Recovery
Act of 2009 to prevent layoffs in local school districts, and to launch another effort at K-12
education with the 4.25 billion dollar Race to the Top initiative (Sass, 2022). In that same year,
the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices (NGA Center) and the Council of
Chief State School Officers launched the Common Core State Standards initiative. Common
Core is not a federal mandate, but is adopted by most states (Sass, 2022).
2015 Every Student Succeeds Act

The most current version of ESEA is the Obama administration’s 2015 Every Student
Succeeds Act. This legislation replaced NCLB, and allowed more state control in judging school
quality (Sass, 2022). The U.S.Department of Education keeps tabs on all schools through the
Every Student Succeeds Act, which specifies “accountability plans that each state submits to the
federal agency addressing goals such as proficiency on tests and graduation rates” (Kalfrin,
2020, para 24). Federal and state governments continue to govern school information

systematically by accountability metrics.
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Critics of School Reform

The production of school reform reports is a big business in the United States, and many
critics are questioning the impact of this forty year effort (Hanushek, 1994). Policy makers and
advocates argue efforts for reform have proven insufficient. Some argue, despite the evidence
that standards-based accountability led to most improvements, this approach to reform has not
led to progress at the pace for equality for college and career readiness (Sargard et al., 2019).
Others argue, “parents and teachers have not seen clear positive impacts from these systemwide
reform efforts and, in many cases, have only seen the negative impacts of overtesting, narrowing
of curriculum, frustrated teachers, and state disinvestment in education that stretched far beyond
the recession” (Sargard et al., 2019, para 9). A final argument from critics is questioning the lack
of consideration for economic principles in school reform policies, since the core interest for
reform at its origin was economic issues and global competition (Hanushek, 1994).
Information Ecosystems and Public Schooling

Federal and state public policy governs public access to information about schools
creating an information ecosystem. The functioning of democracies and market economics is
dependent on the free flow of information. Institutional information ecosystems balance
disclosure, and dissemination procedures with modern information management practices
(Gurria, 2022). An effective information governance system fosters and sustains accountable,
transparent, participatory, and inclusive information as a democratic right (Gurria, 2022).
Information governance in the context of this study is a “holistic approach to managing corporate
information by implementing processes, roles, controls and metrics that treat information as a

valuable business asset” (Robinson & Cole, 2022, para 6). A holistic approach to information
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governance is to make information assets available to those who need it, ensure compliance, and
be more agile in response to a changing marketplace (Robinson & Cole, 2022). An important
goal of information governance is to provide stakeholders with data they can trust and easily
access while making decisions (Robinson & Cole, 2022). Information assets are an identifiable
collection of data recognized as having value for the purpose of enabling an organization to
perform its business processes. Information assets in public schooling are typically services, and
non-materials assets, such as reputation, and image of organization (IGI Global, 2022).

Modern school reform centers accountability as a key information asset, and has created a
market for public schooling quality. Several stakeholders accountability information assets “to
compare school quality, including parents choosing schools for their children, policymakers
implementing school accountability policies, and philanthropists seeking to understand whether
their investments are improving student performance” (Monarrez & Chingos, 2020, p.1).
Information economic principles explain the role of institutions in the management and
dissemination of information that contributes to market creation (Stiglitz, 2017). Information
economics has three key assumptions that explain the governance of public schooling
information. First it assumes “that everyone has access to the same information” (Braman, 2019,
para 3). Second, it assumes that “everyone has perfect information about goods in the
marketplace” (Braman, 2019, para 3). Third, it assumes that “purchasing decisions are made
solely for economic reasons” (Braman, 2019, para 3). School reform public policies govern
information available about schools, and have generated value based on accountability metrics.
Governmental decision making generates the available data that maintains the public school

information economy (Braman, 2019). Public policy has fostered markets where required
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standardized information about schools is narrow, and imperfect resulting in a market failure of
information efficiency (Stiglitz, 2017). School accountability policies have contributed to a
market failure of information efficiency. Informational market failures are inevitable and
economists often cite information asymmetry as a leading factor (Stiglitz, 2017). Asymmetries of
information is a case where well-informed individuals could take advantage of a less informed
one and/or lack of information (Stiglitz, 2017). Consumers of public schooling decision-making
is often based on incomplete and asymmetric information (Du et al., 2020).

Unintended Consequences of Information Asymmetries

Attention to information asymmetries in public schooling information is key due to the
changed role of information. Economists suggest, “consumers care about the quality of the
services provided, and therefore information about quality is key and reputation effects are
critical” (Stiglitz, 2017, p.21). Economists also suggest technology, demand structure, and
regulatory frameworks have moved economies from manufacturing to service (Stiglitz, 2017).
The rationale for government intervention starts with the premise that market and political
processes are characterized by information asymmetries that stand in the way of furthering
health, safety, investment choices, quality services or other public priorities. Such imbalances are
inevitable because manufacturers, service providers, and government agencies always have
exclusive access to some information about their products and practices and always have
compelling reasons to keep much of it confidential (Fung et al., 2004, p.1). On the other hand,
“many kinds of information that are not secret in this way are nevertheless largely inaccessible”
(Fung et al., 2004, p.1). In the past, federal and state governments have “rarely placed priority on

providing ordinary citizens with systems of factual information to help them minimize risks and
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choose high quality public services” (Fung et al., 2004, p. 5). Economists are still learning how
to adapt economic theory to apply to the new information environment, and other important
social, cultural, political, and ecological goals to determine just what types of information policy
are most desirable (Braman, 2019).

Monarrez and Chingos suggest in their 2020 study that “the data on school academic
performance made available to the public are coarse and prone to measurement error’” (p.2).
Information asymmetries may occur because “many states publish only the share of students at a
school that score at or above a state-defined proficiency threshold on each test” (p.2). The US
Department of Education publishes that data to the public, which continues to exacerbate
measurement error (Monarrez and Chingos, 2020). This is the only publicly available
government source of data on school test scores on a national scale, and influences the
publishing of state data, local district data, and the data of third party sites (Monarrez and
Chingos, 2020).

Transparency vs Accountability

Policy makers will argue that a preoccupation with accountability metrics offers
transparency for more informed decision making. Transparency in democratic societies and
marketplaces is best described as the government's obligation to share information with citizens
that is needed to make informed decisions, and hold officials accountable for the conduct of the
people’s business (ALEC, 2022). Transparency systems have emerged in recent years as a
mainstream regulatory tool important to development of social policy (Fung et. al, 2004). Policy
makers describe transparency systems as “government mandates that require corporations or

other organizations to provide the public with factual information about their products and
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practices” (Fung et al., 2004, p.1). Regulatory innovation is optimistic about the capacity of the
government to solve public problems, and has transformed from an emphasis of rules and
penalties in the 1960s and 1970s, to emphasis on transparency systems (Fung et al., 2004).
Themes in the literature suggest “transparency systems offer great promise as innovative social
policy but create difficult challenges for government, business, and the public” (Fung et al.,
2004, p.3).

Policy makers, advocates, families, and educators often mistake accountability for
transparency. Transparency and accountability are critical for the efficient functioning of a
modern economy and for fostering social well-being. In the United States the power to govern
public school information is delegated to public authorities. Transparency ensures that
information is available that can be used to measure the authorities' performance and to guard
against any possible misuse of powers (Carsens, 2005). It can be assumed that transparency
serves to achieve accountability, which means that governing bodies can be held responsible for
their actions (Carsens, 2005). Ultimately, without transparency and accountability, trust will be
lacking between a government and those whom it governs" (Carsens, 2005, para 4).

School Quality and School Value

Information ecosystems about the institution of public schooling communicate school
quality to consumers and stakeholders. School quality may vary in definition depending on the
stakeholder group. An all encompassing description of school quality “is the impact a school has
on student outcomes (relative to other schools they could have attended), net of all other factors
that may influence student outcomes, including family background, innate scholastic ability,

neighborhood effects, and other factors that determine both cognitive and noncognitive
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development” (Monarrez & Chingos, 2020, p.1). Often school quality and school value are
conflated, but can have different meanings depending on what information is accessible and
available. In the current climate of accountability, school quality metrics are information assets
that quantify student performance, and are the primary indicator of a successful school (Lynch,
2015). Additional characteristics of school quality that are key areas of the public schooling
information ecosystem are high expectations of students and teachers, quality leadership, and
safety and security (Lynch, 2015).

School value advocates suggest there is no one factor that can accurately determine the
effectiveness of K-12 schools. Instead, they describe school effectiveness as a multi-faceted
conversation and one that evolves with each generation of students (Bradbury et al., 1998). The
context of schooling will impact factors that contribute to characteristics that describe the value
add of specific schools. Advocates argue test results alone cannot indicate the extent to which
student performance levels are produced by a school, and schools equating higher test scores
with higher quality needs more information (Bradbury et al., 1998). A recent study on publicly
available school quality measures suggests, “test scores are often biased because students that are
likely to do well on tests, regardless of the school they attend, tend to cluster together in certain
schools and avoid others altogether” (Monarrez & Chingos, 2020, p. v). Some families and
community members focus on other indicators such as “reputation, word-of-mouth, and what
they perceive with their own eyes, looking at factors like facility conditions or student
demographics” (Schneider et al., 2017, p.44).

Another context of public schooling to consider for valuation dialogue is the sorting of

students through enrollment (Monarrez & Chingos, 2020). A recent study from Monarrez,
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Kisida, and Chingos (2020) suggests “students in a given school are seldom representative of a
school system’s student body” (Monarrez & Chingos, p.1). Monnarrez and colleagues explain
(2020), “a school may have high (low) test scores both because it is high (low) quality or because
it enrolls students that are more advantaged (disadvantaged) in aspects relevant to achievement,
and there is no way to know which explanation is correct” (Monarrez & Chingos, p.1). Their
observations continue (2020), “schools that largely serve students from groups that tend to score
lower on tests, such as economically disadvantaged students, are likely to have lower average
scores than schools that largely serve affluent students. Thus, average test scores are a biased
measure of school quality because students that are likely to do well on tests, regardless of the
school they attend, cluster together in certain schools and avoid others altogether. Rewarding or
punishing schools on this basis tends to reward affluent schools while punishing schools that
educate disadvantaged students” (p.7) .

An additional context of public schooling to consider for valuation dialogue is
information about any advantages or barriers that individual students bring with them, or peer
effects - the cumulative impacts from neighborhood and classmates that help shape students'
experiences and expectations (Bradbury et al., 1998). Other researchers propose that students’
social characteristics, such as personal growth should be included in school context when
assessing school value. Test scores do not tell us anything about school culture, or about student
character and well-being outcomes (Schneider et al., 2017). A final consideration of specific
school context is the trust between all parties of the school community because it supports the
prospect that families and educators believe in the motives and actions of each other (Lynch,

2015). The characteristics that contribute to school value, enhance the overall quality of life,
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strengthen communities, and attract new life to the neighborhoods that surround them (National
Association of Realtors, 2014).

Consumption of Public Schooling

One of the most striking features of the last half of the twentieth century economists have
observed is the way in which forms of information are treated as economic goods and services
(Braman, 2019). An example of newly consumed forms of information are databases put
together by governments in order to serve the public interest (Braman, 2019). The accessibility
and publishing of public schooling information from education reform has created a market for
education to be consumed according to individual tastes rather than provided in accordance with
our universal democratic ideas (Malone, 2012). Education consumers actively collect and utilize
information from various sources to make better decisions about public schooling. Families are
increasingly aware of the private benefits of public schooling to their children's future, and treat
neighborhood public school as a consumer good - to invest, buy, and sell (Bradford, 2014).

Market economics motivates people to pursue their private interests in ways that promote
public interests (Lee, 2002). Typically private interests are defined by “reference to public
institutions, practices, norms, and incentives” (Mahoney et al., 2009, p. 1035). Private interests
are also influenced by legal, social, and cultural context for widespread improvement (Mahoney
et al., 2009) of social and economic conditions (Mitra, 2011). Private interests of quality public
schooling are substantial benefits to individuals and, as individual benefits are aggregated
throughout a community, creates broad social and economic benefits. In this view, “families and
their children are not citizens whose educational successes promote civic virtue and democratic

values; they are “customers” who shop around with buying power for the best product out of
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rational self-interest” (Malone, 2012, para 6). Families are preparing and participating in
globalization through a good education that can provide substantial benefits to individuals and,
as individual benefits are aggregated throughout a community, creates broad social and economic
benefits (Mitra, 2011). These benefits are received even by people whose relationship to the
public school system does not extend beyond taxpayers (Mitra, 2011). Economists suggest, “the
widespread improvement of social and economic conditions is a direct outcome of an educated
population that is better able to use information to make good decisions and which is collectively
better trained for work™ (Mitra, 2011, p.4).

Public Policy and Schools

The institution of public schooling is regulated and governed by federal and state public
policies. In the United States, states have sovereignty over public schools, however the U.S. The
Department of Education sets legislation and policy to help govern public schools through access
to federal funding. School reform policies lead mainstream dialogue, however state and district
policies for school boundaries and attendance zones, and public funding influence public school
information ecosystems and commodification of public schooling.

School Boundaries and Attendance Zones

School boundaries, also referred to as attendance zones, “define a geographic zone within
which a student is eligible to attend that designated school” (We Go Public, 2021, para 1). Most
students attend neighborhood schools based on their address. Although school boundaries shape
school populations, they are not immutable—rather, they are politically and economically

constructed by the state board of education, local school boards vested with the authority to draw
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them and the marketplace (We Go Public, 2021). Unlike division boundaries, attendance
boundaries are subject to regular change by local board officials (We Go Public, 2021).

School boundaries change because school district populations change for a myriad of
reasons. Neighborhood change is very impactful on the redrawing of attendance boundaries.
Neighborhood change is a “broad term used to capture the full spectrum of economic, racial or
ethnic, and structural changes in a geographic area, both positive and negative” (Cohen & Pettit,
p. 6). The fluidity of student demographics from neighborhood changes influence community
school boundary studies that evaluate an “array of factors, such as school size, current and
projected demographic data, transportation patterns, residential density, and pre-K 12 feeder
patterns” to make decisions about redrawing of zones (We Go Public, 2021, para 4). After
exhaustive study and community input, a committee composed of various community
stakeholders, makes recommendations to the board of trustees, who in turn are responsible for
approving boundaries (We Go Public, 2021).

The redrawing school attendance zones can be one of the most contentious undertakings
in neighborhoods and school communities (Arundel, 2021). Many school attendance zones were
“first created during the New Deal era, when home mortgages were denied in and around Black
communities — a system now referred to as redlining” (Arundel, 2021, para 10). These public
policies indirectly upheld school segregation because student assignment policies were
traditionally based on existing neighborhoods and not on the diversity of students’ racial, ethnic
and socioeconomic status, the report said (Arundel, 2021). The unequal racial divisions among
attendance zones in neighboring schools and districts is the legacy of racial segregation in

schools before the U.S. Supreme Court ruled racial segregation unconstitutional (Arundel, 2021).
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The frequency with which boards take up attendance boundary shifts offers a critical opportunity
to either exacerbate segregation or further integration, which consumers of public schooling will
evaluate by social and economic benefit for private and self-interests (Arundel, 2021).

Public School Funding

Public school funding governmental programs in the United States provide systematic
education to youth for compulsory schooling for a set period (Mitra, 2011). Public schools for
students in kindergarten through 12th grade (K-12) are financed through a combination of local,
state, and federal dollars in proportions that vary across and within states (Peter G. Peterson
Foundation, 2022). In the “2019-2020 school year, the most recent data available, spending for
public K-12 education totaled $771 billion from all sources, reflecting an increase for the eighth
consecutive year” (Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2022, para 1). The Peter G. Peterson
Foundation (2022) suggests the United States is in the “middle of the pack when it comes to
school expenditures — contributing 5 percent of its gross domestic product (GDP) to public
education, which is average among the 34 top industrial nations” (para 2). State and local
governments provide the vast majority of funding for K-12 education — 93 percent of all school
funding (Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2022, para 2), with local communities paying for 44
percent (Mitra, p.4). Federal investment in education currently covers approximately 8 percent of
public school revenues (Sargard et al., 2019, para 35). Funding, no matter the source, affects
every aspect of an excellent, well-rounded education.

Federal Public School Funding

The federal government provides support for K-12 public schooling funding through

specific grant programs administered by the states to school districts (Peter G. Peterson
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Foundation, 2022). Federal grant programs are primarily designed to narrow funding gaps for
schools with at-risk youth, including students with disabilities or from low-income households
(Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2022). These programs include Title I grants under the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) and Part B grants under the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2022). During recent
“economic downturns, federal spending has also helped supplement diminished school funding
from state and local sources” (Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2022, para 3). The federal
government does not have the “authority to set unfunded mandates for local schools, which
means schools and districts can always refuse federal money offered if the state government does
not wish to participate in the program those dollars are allotted to fund” (Chen, 2022, para 4).

State Public School Funding

States have a responsibility to make sure schools have sufficient funding to operate, and
schools have a responsibility to ensure every student gets a quality education. State governments
rely on formulas that distribute education funds among school districts (Chen, 2022). Those
school districts use state dollars and additional revenue raised from federal and local sources to
fund individual schools. States use formulas that aim, at least in part, to equitably distribute
education funding across school districts. Although their ability to do so is limited by the
resources available, those formulas account for locally raised revenues and the needs of students
in each district (Chen, 2022). As a result, the state's share of education funding tends to be higher
in school districts with a low capacity to raise revenues (Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2002).
State funding is also higher in “school districts with a large concentration of students who are

English-language learners, have low family incomes, or have other special needs” (Peter G.
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Peterson Foundation, 2002, para 9). Although both “states and localities apply approaches
intended to allocate funds fairly, disparities nevertheless occur” (Peter G. Peterson Foundation,
2022, para 2) . Those disparities primarily stem from the sources of revenues and the varying
costs of providing education in each school district (Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2022).

Local Public School Funding

Public schools are “locally funded—primarily through property taxes—with some
supplemental aid from state and federal governments” (Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2022, para
2). Policy analysts determine “nearly 40 percent of funding for public education stems from local
property taxes” (Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2022, para 2). School boundaries and attendance
zones indicate who is eligible to attend which schools in a neighborhood. Funding for those
schools is tied to local taxes, which determines the resources that these schools have for the
children they serve. The money also supports community safety, infrastructure, and other public
projects (Kalfrin, 2020, para 26). As a result, funding can vary widely among school districts
based on the wealth of families living in them. School districts with high-value property are often
able to fund their schools above the minimum level established by the state, contributing to wider
disparities (Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2022). Those disparities become more apparent during
economic downturns because wealthier school districts benefit from relatively stable revenues
from property taxes (Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2022).

In contrast, funding for school districts more reliant on the state, and specifically a state
income tax, tends to vary with economic performance (Chen, 2022). Advocates and
policymakers note, “given large differences in property wealth and revenue-raising capacity

across districts, lower-income areas generally spent less on public education than wealthier
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areas” (Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2022, para 2). Once revenue is raised and allocated from
federal, state, and local sources, school districts are tasked with distributing that funding to each
school in the district. School districts have typically “allocated teachers, administrators, and
equipment to each school while calculating funding per student retroactively based on the
resources assigned” (Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2022, para 12).

Policymakers “determine how much funding schools will receive and how it should be
allocated, while school boards and personnel make many of the budget decisions in most states”
(Chen, 2022, para 4). Members of the community, including business owners, families, students,
educators, and taxpayers, have a say in the funding of public education, through their votes for

those policymakers, financial investments and community organizing (Chen, 2022). In recent

years, a number of school districts have moved away from weighted funding formulas that fund
public schooling through property taxes to student-based allocation. This approach will assign
resources based on student need, and improve transparency by reflecting actual expenditures per
school and promote equity by linking resources to specific needs (Peter G. Peterson Foundation,
2022). Yet, many states have layers of rules that limit the application of this new practice, and
comprehensive research on its effects is not yet available (Peter G. Peterson Foundation, 2022).

Implications for School Quality

Research shows that money matters in the quality of public schooling. Social and
economic value can affect decision making around how much to fund schools, and how that
funding should be distributed (Lafortune & Herrera, 2022). More money means available funds
for school features commodified by accountability measures. School districts with high-value

property are often able to fund their schools above the minimum level established by the state,
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which has become more important to homebuyers. Greater tax revenues and greater capacity to
spend more on K—12 public schooling for private and self-interests (Sargard et al., 2019).
Advocates for equity and equality challenge both the racial and socio-economic disparities in the
local property tax funding formulas, and call for action to level the playing field for all students
and families (Sargard et al., 2019). Homebuyers consider their properties sources of revenue to
manage the quality of public schooling, and based on consumer theory and behavioral principles
of economics, continue to align property investments with public schooling (Sargard et al.,
2019).
School Quality and Homeownership

The quality of public schools influences where people buy a home and what they pay for
it (National Association of Realtors, 2014). Buyers with and without children are invested in the
reputation of neighborhood schools because it directly affects a community’s vitality, and
property values (National Association of Realtors, 2014). Buyers are motivated by private and
self-interests such as good neighborhoods, home value stability, higher selling price, and the best
education for kids (Kennedy, 2022). Realtors confirm proximity to a good quality school is one
of the most influential neighborhood amenities that influences a buyer's decision to purchase a
home (National Association of Realtors, 2014). According to the National Association of
REALTORS® 2015 Profile of Home Buyers and Sellers, “25% of home buyers listed school
quality and 20% listed proximity to schools as deciding factors in their home purchase”
(National Association of Realtors, 2022, para 15). School quality can help to maintain home

value, and “while changes in the economic landscape and local area can ripple across the market,
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a great school district can sometimes help insulate a home from market fluctuations” (The
Morning Call, 2017, para 6).

School quality can even influence a renter’s decision to choose a rental unit. Property
managers are advised to invest in properties with good schools (Own it Detroit, 2022). Exports
explain that whether investors plan to rent the property for a while or sell it right away, schools
and school districts' reputation and data may impact the rental property’s vacancy rates and
long-term appreciation (Own it Detroit, 2022). Perception of quality schools “indicate strong
communities, healthy city services, and many more positive aspects of a neighborhood that can
attract good tenants” (Own it Detroit, 2022, para 6).

Empirical studies have attempted to tease out the specifics of the relationship between
home values and school quality. One widely cited 1997 study by UCLA economist Sandra E.
Black removed variations in neighborhoods, taxes, and school spending to isolate the value
parents place on school quality (National Association of Realtors, 2014). According to her
calculations, parents are willing to pay 2.5 percent more for housing for a 5 percent increase in
test scores (National Association of Realtors, 2014). The literature suggests there is a
relationship between schools and property values--and that schools play an important role in
many residential housing decisions. Here is a synthesis of key data points from various surveys
from the 2011 National Association of Realtors, and Realtors.com, (NAR) Community
Preference Survey, that support this theme.

® 53% of home buyers with children considered a neighborhood based on the quality of the

school districts within that neighborhood (Simmons, 2019, para 2)
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50% of homebuyers with children selected a neighborhood based on its convenience to
schools (Simmons, 2019, para 2)

26% of homebuyers were influenced by the quality of their school district when selecting
a neighborhood” (Kalfrin, 2020, para 3).

22 % of homebuyers listed proximity to schools as deciding factors in their home
purchase (The Morning Call, 2017, para 2)

91% of homebuyers surveyed included school district boundaries in their
decision-making process (The Morning Call, 2017, para 2)

44 % of homebuyers who plan to buy a home within the next two years said they would
be willing to go over their budget by up to 10% in order to buy in their preferred school
boundaries (Realtor Magazine, 2013

Some home buyers said they’d even be willing to trade certain home amenities for good
schools: 62% of homebuyers said they’d give up a pool or spa, 50% would give up
accessibility to shopping, and nearly 44% would pass on a bonus room (Realtor
Magazine, 2013)

Studies confirm the link between real estate values and school quality, however some

find it difficult to “disentangle the value of school quality from other neighborhood amenities”

(National Association of Realtors, 2014). In response to this challenge, extensive work has been

done showing that school quality is capitalized into property prices. Investors and real estate

agents are keen to this trend and consider neighborhood public schools a key amenity for

property investment and economic development (Realtors Magazine, 2013). The National

Association of Realtors describes proficiency tests, expenditure per pupil, and pupil-to-teacher
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ratio to be “consistently capitalized” into housing prices (2014, para 8). According to UCLA
economist Sandra E. Black’s calculations, parents are willing to pay 2.5 percent more for
housing for a 5 percent increase in test scores. (National Association of Realtors, 2014).

Home valuation models are tools real estate professionals use to calculate home property
prices. The availability of public school information continues to influence valuation models.
Common valuation tools used by real estate professionals that factor in public schools are
comparable properties, and comparative market analysis. Comparable properties, or compares
properties in a given region based on variables that have nothing to do with the house itself, such
as school district, and traffic noise , as we looked at in the above example. Looking at a range of
comps can give you a better idea of the expected value of a property. Yet, there are a lot of
variables that can skew the numbers, “including things that have nothing to do with the house
itself, like school district and traffic noise” (Dellinger, 2022, para 17).

Spurgeon notes that “comparable properties on the same street can be worth more or less
depending on their school district, resulting in the home zoned in the quality district selling for
more, despite being comparable in other regards” (Kalfrin, 2020, para 10). Comparative market
analysis (CMA) is a “tool that real estate professionals use to estimate the value of a specific
property by evaluating similar ones that have recently sold in the same area” (Araj, 2022, para
2). This value is referred to as the fair market value, which can be difficult to determine because
of all the different variables for specific properties (Araj, 2022). Components that go into a CMA
are “location, lot size, square footage, age and condition of property, number of bedrooms and

bathrooms, and special features” (Araj, 2022, para 31). The location component factors in the
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“quality of local schools, crime rate, noise level, and proximity to amenities” (Araj, 2022, para
3).

The demand for homes is simply greater in neighborhoods with high quality public
schools, and higher demand translates into higher home prices,” says REALTOR® Chris Wilson
of Laurel, Mississippi (National Association of Realtors, 2014, para 16). People want the best
schools for their children, or they want a home in a neighborhood with high demand for resale
purposes (National Association of Realtors, 2014). As data continues to be published about
school performance nationwide, the expectation is that the trend will continue, and even increase,
on a district, state and national level (Chen, 2021).

Role of Real Estate Professionals

Prospective homebuyers typically seek the guidance of real estate professionals for the
homebuying process, and to facilitate real estate transactions. A real estate agent will mostly be
responsible for representing either the buyer, the seller, or both in a real estate transaction; he/she
will act as a consultant to investors, providing his/her years of experience and knowledge to
guide the investors and help them achieve their investment goals (Mansur, 2017). All generations
of buyers continue to utilize real estate professionals as their top resource to help them buy and
sell their home (National Association of Realtors Research Group, 2021). Buying a home
involves finding the property, securing financing, making an offer, getting a home inspection,
and closing on the purchase (Fontinelle, 2022, para 3).

A key step in the homebuying process is finding the right property. Real estate
professionals follow a strict code of ethics in the home search process to be as objective as

possible, and provide resources, so homebuyers guide the search and make informed decisions



51

(National Realtors Association, 2014). The National Association of REALTORS® Equal
Professional Service Model suggests realtors give homebuyers the resources they need to make
the decision for themselves (National Association of Realtors, 2014, para 6). Many homebuyers
assess characteristics such as lot size, square footage, condition of the property, special features,
and neighborhood amenities in their search (Araj, 2022, para 31). Studies have shown local
public schools as a top neighborhood amenity for property searches (Kennedy, 2022) during the
homebuying process. Mike Theo, senior vice president for legal and public aftairs for the
Wisconsin REALTORS® Association explains, “The ripple effects between public education and
housing necessitates that the real estate community take a direct interest in improving America’s
primary and secondary schools” (National Realtor Association, 2014, para 20).

Sources for Objective School Quality Information in Real Estate

The increased availability of school data—including standardized test scores, completion
rates, and student-teacher ratios—has made it easier than ever before for families to research
school district characteristics when looking for a home (Chen, 2021). Families are searching for
homes based on the quality of schools in the neighborhood more than ever before (Chen, 2021,
para 5). Consumers, or homebuyers, are prioritizing information about the schools and school
districts in their market research before making determinations about investing in a specific
neighborhood or potential property (Own it Detroit, 2022). Studies have shown local public
schools as a top neighborhood amenity for property searches (Kennedy, 2022) during the
homebuying process.

Homebuyers are acquiring information about schools through their social networks,

online, and through real estate professionals. Some “experimental studies of school choice have
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examined peer information sharing within networks or through intergenerational advice” (Chen
& He, 2021, p. 296), and found consumers share their knowledge about schools and discuss
strategies to rank schools with each other (Chen & He, 2021). There are numerous onlines
resources available for homebuyers that can provide feedback about public school systems in
their neighborhoods. Many online sources have categories, such as college preparedness and test
scores, grouped on their website to provide in-depth information. These categories give you a
sense of how strong the academics are at any particular school. In addition to academics, you can
often find ratings on school safety, activities, and sports (Own it Detroit, 2022).

Many listing sites have shown properties’ school districts, which often encompass
multiple schools. But recently, major sites like Zillow, Trulia, realtor.com and Redfin have begun
to enable users to search homes based on school attendance boundaries, revealing to consumers
the precise schools that they could expect their children to have the opportunity to attend
(Wiggin, 2013, para 3). Recent studies have confirmed that attendance zone data is often crucial
to homebuyers, showing that a majority of buyers weigh school attendance zones when searching
for homes and pay hefty premiums for properties served by top-ranked schools (Wiggin, 2013,
para 5). Another source of information is The Department of Education. They list public data
that looks at individual schools and districts, covering topics that range from academics and
college prep to demographics and safety (Lifestyle Homebuilders, 2022).

What’s missing in a lot of consumers’ research, however, is a guide for finding that
information. While the internet is increasingly incorporated as an important tool in the
homebuying process, buyers need the help of a real estate professional to help them find the right

home, negotiate terms of sale, and help with price negotiations (National Association of Realtors,
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Research Group, 2021). Real estate agents have specific guidelines for their role and
responsibility in helping homebuyers find the right home. The National Association of
REALTORS® created the Equal Professional Service Model to help real estate agents adopt
practices that enable them to anticipate and to address housing search issues fairly and equitably.
Consistency is the cornerstone of this model. It involves using systematic procedures to help
ensure that agents and real estate firms are providing consistent service to all their customers.
The keys to the model are offering objective information, providing a variety of choices,
and letting the customers set the limits of their housing search (National Association of Realtors,
2014, para 4). The Equal Professional Service Model also requires agents to adhere to The
REALTORS® Code of Ethics, which commits members of the REALTOR® organization to
providing equal professional service without discrimination based on race, color, religion, gender
(sex), sexual orientation, disability (handicap), familial status, or national origin. That
commitment reflects the same principles embodied in the Fair Housing Act, which prohibits such
discrimination in housing-related transactions (National Association of Realtors, 2014, para 1).
The Fair Housing Act protects the buyer’s ability to choose housing and prohibits certain
actions by sellers, real estate agents, and others who might otherwise limit that choice (National
Association of Realtors, 2014). This raises the question of what an agent can do to accommodate
a buyer’s preference (National Association of Realtors, 2014). The Fair Housing Act was passed
during the Civil Rights movement to disrupt steering and redlining, which were discriminatory
practices by real estate professionals impacting informed decision making of homebuyers.
“Steering” under the Fair Housing Act is the process of influencing a buyer’s choice of

communities based upon the buyer’s race, color, religion, gender, disability, familial status, or
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national origin. Steering on the basis of any of the characteristics defined under the Fair Housing
Act is not only unethical, it’s illegal because it limits the housing opportunities available to that
buyer. Steering occurs when an agent limits the housing options available to a buyer by directing
prospective homebuyers interested in equivalent properties to different neighborhoods or
communities or even different parts of the same development according to the buyer’s race or
other characteristics protected under the Fair Housing Act. One way such “directing” can occur
is through comments by an agent, either positive or negative, about a community (National
Association of Realtors, 2014, para 2).

Lawfully, real estate professionals are only available to support homebuyers in their
housing search by providing objective information for inquiries, including inquiries about
neighborhood schools and school districts. Objective information is easy to document and
quantify and is widely available, given the widespread use of the Internet. It is unclear what
sources real estate professionals use to provide objective information to homebuyers. Real estate
listing portals, state websites, school district sites, and local sites are cited in the literature as the
most common sources of objective information (Wiggins, 2012). Real estate listing portals use
data to let homebuyers search by school (Wiggin, 2013). Although uncommon, some real estate
professionals provide contact information at schools, or make appointments with the schools so
homebuyers can visit neighborhood schools and find out for themselves” (National Association
of Realtors, 2014). By providing objective answers and resources and offering a variety of
choices, the agent can take direction from the choices buyers make (National Association of

Realtors, 2014, para 9).
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A plethora of sources online purport to be the primary source for school information, but
it is unclear if the information is accurate and all encompassing of what neighborhood schools
may offer to families and the community (Debord, 2014). There is “far more to consider about a
school or school district than a numerical score can tell you—school "shopping" isn't like
scrolling for five-star reviews on Amazon” (Hall, 2022, para 3). School information is
disproportionately represented with quantitative data over qualitative data. Neighborhood
schools and school districts have their own websites, which may offer more qualitative data for
social events, activities, achievements, and related experiences (Lifestyle Homebuilders, 2022).
Homebuyers want proximity to quality education experiences, and often test scores can be a
useful shorthand measure of broader aspects of school accountability, including peer effects
(Bradbury et al., 1998).

Gaps and Limitations

After a review of the existing body of work on education reform, consumer behavior, and
real estate there are limitations to be considered. First, a review of the literature revealed limited
peer reviewed studies on the consumption of public schooling. The majority of the peer reviewed
studies have recommended an investigation of the implications of school choice and the charter
school movement, which is a different focus than this study. This study investigates the
institution of public schooling and its transition from a public good to a consumer good. The
literature that informs this review are reports, consumer guides, and studies from public
institutions, non-profits, industry experts, economists, and private groups with interests in the
economic implications of public schooling. Although peer reviewed studies are limited in the

literature, the other secondary sources are credible because contributors held credentials such as
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doctorate degrees, affiliations with universities and public institutions, licensure in fields of
education, or real estate that made them subject experts for the applicable topic.

This literature review has evidenced there is enough research available in the field to
conclude that principles of microeconomics can help to explain the relationship between
well-funded schools and the homebuying decision. The governance of public school information
has established a relationship between consumption of public education in neighborhoods with
high property values and well-funded schools that are often purchased through home sales in real
estate transactions. The literature suggests real estate professionals influence outcomes of
consumer decision making based on their access to information. Real estate professionals need
access to objective information to stay in compliance with the Fair Housing Act. This study will
examine what sources of information real estate professionals are using to inform consumers,
and better understand consumer inquiries about public schools in the homebuying process. Thus,
the study will contribute to the literature on school reform, public policy, information acquisition,
and real estate by exploring how the governance of public school information influences
consumer behavior.

Summary

The review of the existing literature provides a better understanding of how public school
information has become limited to school accountability metrics, and why the quality of schools
has become so controversial and contentious in communities that are redistricting public school
boundaries. Topics to help understand the relationship between the governance of public school
information and consumer behavior in the homebuying process are the historical context of the

public school information ecosystem, the consumption of public schooling based on school
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quality data, and how public schools are funded for resources. The literature concludes since the
Industrial Era economic principle has driven practices and policies to institutionalize public
schooling for American citizens. The democratic aspirations of the pursuit of an education
transformed to compulsory schooling for economic need. Globalization pressured the industrial
model of public schooling for global competitiveness leading to several efforts of marketized
school reform policies. Intended or unintended consequences of school reform policies created a
vacuum of information about public schooling with economic implications, such as the

consumption of the public service of public schooling for private interests.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

This study was designed in response to a gap in literature about the influence of governed
public school information on consumers' decision making in the pursuit of homeownership in
close proximity of well-funded schools. This study assumed consumers' access to public school
information may influence their decision making in their search for homes near well-funded
schools. The nature of this study was qualitative, exploratory, and nonexperimental for a single
case on consumer access to public school information when searching for homes in proximity of
well-funded schools. A single case study explored the experiences of real estate professionals in
Fairfax County and their experiences with consumers’ private interests in public schools.
Sources of data for this case study were a non-probability sampling of seven licensed real estate
professionals with varied backgrounds practicing real estate in Fairfax County, Virginia. Data for
the semi-structured interviews was collected using an interview protocol, audio recording, and
transcription services. A thematic analysis approach was used to inductively analyze the results
of this study. The major topics covered in chapter three further explain the purpose of the study,
rationales for methodology and research design, data collection management, analysis techniques
and trustworthiness.

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to learn about consumer access to governed public school
information during the homebuying process. This study aimed to contribute valuable information
and insights on the role of governed public school information in the homebuying process for
properties in proximity of well-funded local public schools. Based on the purpose of this study,

the research questions are: 1) What type of information about schools is published and available
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to consumers when making a homebuying decision? 2) What are common consumer public
school inquiries made to real estate professionals? 3) What objective public school information
sources do real estate professionals share with consumers? The research questions developed a
focus research topic, rather than the emergence approach that is sometimes applied for grounded
theory design (Birks & Mills, 2015). The research questions were narrow and functioned to
establish boundaries for “problem-centered perspectives of those experiencing or living the
phenomenon to be studied” (Birks & Mills, 2015, p.22). Furthermore, the research questions
were designed to be exploratory and open-ended to explore inquiries and dissemination of
information in depth (Birks & Mills, 2015). This approach in designing my research questions
focused my process for analysis, shaped my conceptual framework, and better anticipated
validity threats to objectively communicate my findings (Maxwell, 2013).

Positionality Statement and The Role of the Researcher

Positionality Statement
Before I present the findings, and in the spirit of self-reflexivity, I acknowledge my

standpoint as a licensed public educator licensed in Virginia, professionally trained to be an
educator during the height of 21st century education reform under the No Child Left Behind
legislation. I taught in well-funded public schools as defined in this study during major education
reform. [ am also a formerly licensed real estate agent in Virginia with no association with
NARs. I did not sell any properties, and I did not disseminate information to consumers. One of
the epistemological assumptions of the social constructivist/interpretivist paradigm is that there
is not one reality but many realities “that can be articulated based on the values, standpoints, and

positions of the author” (Daly, 2007 , p. 33). Thus, I offer these findings as only one possible



60

interpretation of these individuals’ experiences. I acknowledge that my positionality influenced
this project to some extent.

The Role of the Researcher
Researcher bias influenced the research design, data collection, and data analysis.

Research bias drove delimitations of this study. I made many assumptions from word of mouth
and personal experience as a public educator about the relevancy of school boundary zones to
consumers. I also collaborated my assumptions with the literature review. Misra (2022) explains
“knowing the current literature is important but it is essential to maintain a safe distance from it
when framing research objectives, framing the interview guide, and collecting and analyzing
data” (para 24). I learned quickly in early phases of data collection that school boundary zones
were not relevant to consumers according to real estate professionals. I quickly shifted from a
deductive mind to an inductive one and focused on phenomenon rather than context (Misra &
Dey, 2022). Moreover, my research bias was evident because I administered and conducted the
interviews alone. Although my subjectivity was a tool to be reflexive, objectivity was not
guaranteed because data analysis was dependent on my bias and cultural experiences.

Rationale for Methodology and Research Design
Rationale for Methodology

A qualitative methodology was selected for this exploratory novel study. The qualitative
research paradigm provided a dynamic approach to produce rich, detailed and valid process data
based on the participant's, rather than the investigator's, perspectives and interpretations about
public school information inquiries and access to public school information that is yet to be well

defined (Maxwell, 2013). Additionally, the qualitative research paradigm provided a depth of
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understanding to unearth the opinions, thoughts and feelings of consumers and real estate
professionals to explore new concepts and theories from unique perspectives (Maxwell, 2013).
The current body of literature used hedonic models in quantitative studies to examine how school
qualities metrics were capitalized in home values. On the other hand, this qualitative case study
was interested in a different stage of the homebuying process to uncover information for
analysis. The quantitative models examined the sellers perspective with pricing, and this study
examined the consumers public school information acquisition in the homebuying process to
better understand decision making.

Qualitative methods captured expressive information and underlying behaviors, beliefs,
and values not captured in published quantitative studies (Maxwell, 2013). The findings in this
study were driven by layers of reality, such as how real estate professionals thought, interacted,
and how they holistically described their experiences (Johnson & Christensen, 2020). A
qualitative approach provided an empathetic understanding that was an important nuance of
understanding real estate professionals' viewpoints, meanings, intentions and cultural beliefs
about neighborhood public schools (Johnson & Christensen, 2020).

An exploratory method was the best approach because there was no preexisting
knowledge or paradigm available in the literature about information sharing between real estate
professionals and consumers (Maxwell, 2013). Exploratory cases act as the starting point of
studies to research questions that have not previously been studied in depth (Baxter & Jack,
2008). My research questions were exploratory and sought to answer questions such as, what

was the problem, and what was the purpose (Maxwell, 2013). This study narrowed the topic
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about the dissemination of public school information, and built a case for further research
(Baxter & Jack, 2008).

Knowledge for this study will be constructed with an interpretive constructivist research
epistemology. The research epistemology guides what you can say about your data, and informs
how you theorize meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2006). An interpretive constructivist frame
“demonstrates an appreciation of the status of data and of facts, an understanding of the fact that
interpretation works both —upwards to the creation of new theoretical and/or social constructs,
and —downwards to a point where the current conversation terminates,” (Walt, 2020, para 1).
This provided flexibility in the complexity of the data to be welcomed because it allows for a
more subtle and nuanced analysis (Booth et al, 2013). Contradictions in the data can give rise to
unexpected findings, which ultimately strengthen theory (Booth et al, 2013), and let the
researcher “explore and explain why this aspect, either through being completely absent or
through being invisible, does not figure in a published account” (Booth et al, 2013, p.127). The
assumptions and delimitation sections further explained how interpretive constructivist research
epistemology thought narrowed the scope of this study.

Rationale for Research Design

The research design for this study was a single case study. The case for further
investigation was consumer inquiries when making large purchases, and Fairfax County real
estate professionals' habits, behaviors, and preferences for disseminating public school
information to consumers. Yin (2002) defined a case as “a contemporary phenomenon within its
real life context, especially when the boundaries between a phenomenon and context are not

clear and the researcher has little control over the phenomenon and context” (p.13). The Yinian
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point of view continued that, “case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates the case or
cases conforming to the abovementioned definition by addressing the "how" or "why" questions
concerning the phenomenon of interest” (Yazan, 2015, p. 138) . HThe focus of this case study
answered “why” consumers want to know about public schools from real estate professionals,
and, “how” the public school information is shared with consumers (Baxter & Jack, 2008). A
novel comprehensive approach was needed because other research strategies such as experiment
and surveys were not capable of inquiring into the case for deeper exploration (Yin, 2002).
Aligned to the methodology of case studies, the outcomes of this study were not generalized, but
rather provided insight to further examine if themes were characteristic in other areas (Maxwell,
2013). A case study research design will build a case for further research. The findings in my
study will be driven by layers of reality, such as how realtors and real estate agents think,
interact, types of agreements and how they holistically describe the group (Johnson &
Christensen, 2020).

Population and Sample Selection
Population

This research design featured participation from real estate professionals from varied
backgrounds and experiences as the sole data source for this exploratory study. Real estate
professionals in the context of this study were described as real estate agents, real estate brokers,
property managers, and real estate agents who are members of NARs. The mission of NARs was
to empower REALTORS® as they preserve, protect and advance the right to real property for all.
The term REALTOR® is a registered collective membership mark that identifies a real estate
professional who is a member of the NAR and subscribes to its strict Code of Ethics (NAR,

2022). Real estate professionals were the best participants for selection and sampling because
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they provided the most reliable and relevant information, and influenced the problem based on
their expertise, role and responsibility in the homebuying process. In order to participate in this
study, participants needed to be licensed by the Virginia Real Estate Board, and have a minimum
of three years experience selling real estate in the Northern Virginia market.

Participants were licensed to practice in the state of Virginia and have a minimum of
three years experience in the Fairfax County, Virginia market. Real estate professionals
representing homes with varying property values were also essential to the design of this study.
Due to historical implications, demographics, and economic development, home values within
district boundaries can have great variance. Age, gender, and diversity are not essential to
creating the targeted sample. The subject selection was equitable and fair because all participants
adhered to standards set by the Virginia Real Estate Board. This criteria was vetted by the
Department of Professional and Occupational Regulation (DPOR). Table 4 illustrates
characteristics of participants sampled including years of experience, average monthly mortgage
or rent, and NAR membership.

Table 4

Participant Background Information

Participant Ezsgisez(f:e Neighborhoods Avg. Mortgage/Rent of Residents
Participant 1 20+ Lorton $6,653
Participant 2 6 Lorton $2,428
Participant 3 10 Lorton $2,633
Participant 4 20 Northern, VA $1,342
Participant 5 5 Northern, VA $2,147
Participant 6 10 Northern, VA $1,894
Participant 7 20+ Northern, VA $1,944

Note: Summary of real estate professionals demographics.

Sample Selection
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I used non-probability sampling to identify my participants. The purposive sampling
technique was an appropriate method because there was a limited number of primary data
sources that contributed to the study (Dudovskiy, 2012). Moreover, “this sampling technique
[was] effective in exploring anthropological situations where the discovery of meaning
[benefitted] from an intuitive approach” (Dudovskiy, 2012, para 10). There were limited
networks and access to real estate professionals, so the principal investigator relied on individual
judgment to select respondents to participate. Recruitment for participants was based on the
principal investigators' access to networks, their individual interests, and timing. An advantage of
purposive sampling was cost effectiveness and preservation of time (Dudovskiy, 2012). A
disadvantage of purposive sampling was the vulnerability of errors in judgment of the principal
investigator, low level of reliability, high bias, and inability to generalize research findings
(Dudovskiy, 2012).

The purposive sampling technique for interviews represented a sample size that provided
rich data that was “layered, intricate, detailed, and nuanced” (Fusch & Ness, 2022, p. 1409).
Since the study was exploratory, it was not meant for generalization, so data saturation was
achieved through a focus on depth of the data, rather than the size of the sample (Fusch & Ness,
2020). The sample size for the interviews was a total of seven participants. Past studies
suggested “that the first five to six interviews produced the majority of new information in the
dataset, and that little new information was gained as the sample size approached 20 interviews”
(Guest et al., 2020, para 6). A sample size of seven real estate professionals for interviews

achieved data saturation that honors both quality and quantity. The sample size for interviews
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“[enabled the principal investigator] to make valid judgments about the general trends emerging
in the data” (Kriukow, 2022, para 6).

This setting for this qualitative study was nonexperimental. The study design aimed to
provide a detailed description of one or a few instances without any manipulation from the
researcher through recorded phone calls and in person interviews. The qualitative data was
nonnumerical, and therefore could not be analyzed using statistical techniques (Navarro, 2022).
An advantage of this approach was “the ability to invest lots of time and effort trying to
understand the specific factors in the case” (Navarro, 2022, para 6). The recruitment was more
impactful to this study than the setting.

Recruiting Plan and Site Authorization

The research participants were recruited from three sources — open listings in the real
estate market for Fairfax County, V.A., the Northern Virginia Association of REALTORS®
(NVAR), and social media platforms. Open listings provided contact information for listing
agents including opportunities for in person interaction at open houses, phone numbers and email
addresses. NVAR is the regional subsidy of NAR and provided a wide network of REALTORS®
who were a part of various committees and task forces to enhance the homebuyers experience
and strengthen community development. Social media platforms that were most frequently
included on listings were Instagram, Facebook, and LinkedIn. These sites were included for
recruitment of participants. An oral script was used to guide in person dialogue and phone calls
available in Appendix A. An introductory letter was developed to recruit participants by email

available in Appendix B. The introductory letter template was modified to recruit by social media
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available in Appendix C. Both recruitment sources consistently provided a description of the
study, time commitment, and contact information for further contact about the study.

Site authorization was not applicable to this study. Privacy was the driving factor for real
estate professionals to answer honestly and anonymously. Sites to conduct the study were agreed
upon between the researcher and the participants. The options were either a private one to one
interview in person, or private phone call. Permission to record was authorized through
electronic consent.

Sources of Data

This study assumed there may be a relationship between access to information, and
human behavior, so capturing authentic human experiences was prioritized. Interviewing was a
technique to “collect people’s life stories in order to study various aspects of the human
experience” (Jacob & Ferguson, 2012, p. 1). Interviews were selected as the sole primary data
source for the grounded study research design. Primary sources produced exact data elements,
principal investigator control of the data collection process, and quality assurance to answer the
research question (Dworkin, 2012). The information sought for this study was not the type of
information that can readily be gleaned from surveys or tests. Surveys could have addressed the
issue, but could not begin to elicit the rich data available that can't be quantified. Importantly,
data from interviews demonstrate “perspectives and goals of participants” (Maxwell, 2013, p.
102).

Data Collection and Management

Semi-structured interviews was the selected interviewing technique that gathered data to

understand the “lived experiences of research participants” through an “inductive and emergent
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process” (Dworkin, 2012, para 3). Semi-structured interviews allowed for a general plan of set

questions, but offered creativity and flexibility to make changes to get the data needed for
exploratory research (Roller, 2023). Furthermore, the semi-structured format of the interviews

was ideal because the researcher collected open-ended data, explored participant thoughts,
feelings and beliefs through dialogue, and navigated inquiry through a flexible interview
protocol (Maxwell, 2013). Interviews were recorded to avoid inaccuracies and data loss (Rev,
2022). Recording devices were described in the literature as a “tool to ‘capture data’ that are
‘apolitical, acultural and aproblematic “ (Rutakumwa et al., 2020, para 2). Individual phone
interviews and in person interviews were recorded using the Apple Voice Memo application and
saved as MP4 files. The voice memo application was selected because users had options to trim,
control playbook speed, and compress audio recordings to preserve the original quality of audio
(Itani, 2023). MP4 audio files were stored and managed on Marymount University’s encrypted
Google drive.
Data Collection Instrument

Data for the semi-structured interviews was collected using an interview protocol, audio
recording, and transcription services. The interview protocol in Appendix D was used to facilitate
interviews with research participant responses. A protocol was selected for the researcher to
structure questions so data is comparable across interviews, and prioritized the information
wanted from each interview (Harrell & Bradley, 2009). The interview protocol consisted of
funnel and inverted funnels to plan for sensitivity of topics and build from background
information (Harrell & Bradley, 2009). The access to public school information is often

misinterpreted under fair housing law, and is a sensitive topic for real estate professionals, so the



69

funnel protocol approach of broader open-ended questions paired with inverted background
questions encouraged narrative responses to help research participants be more comfortable in
their responses (Harrell & Bradley, 2009). The interview protocol was vetted by objective peers
for alignment to research questions and adherence to exploratory ground theory and case study
methodology.

The interview protocol guide aligned interview questions to the research questions and
organized which questions were a must ask and which were secondary (Harrell & Bradley,
2009). The main interview questions were standardized, but the structure was flexible to ensure
the principal investigator covered all the material, and delved deeply into the topics to
understand the answers provided (Harrell & Bradley, 2009). The researcher “followed the
interview guide, but had the autonomy to stray from it and discuss other topics whenever they
felt appropriate” (Harrell & Bradley, 2009, p.35). Interview questions “[asked] about specific
events and actions, rather than posing questions that elicit only generalization or abstract
opinions” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 103). The combination of informal and formal interview questions
“[asked] about specific events and actions, rather than posing questions that elicit only
generalization or abstract opinions” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 103).

Generally, the interview questions were descriptive, and asked research participants to
“provide insights or suggest areas for query that the researcher might not have considered,”
(Harold & Bradley, 2009, p.35). An example descriptive question from the interview protocol
was “when is the best time in the homebuying process for consumers to research neighborhood
schools?”. Interview questions were also structural in nature to help the principal investigator

“understand relationships between things and processes” (Harold & Bradley, 2009, p. 35). An
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example structure question from the interview protocol was “what information sources do you
provide to homebuyers for consumer research about schools?”” Additionally, the interview
protocol anticipated probing questions to aid the principal investigator when they did not
understand the research participant’s response, needed to follow up, or the topic did not come up
in the respondent’s response to the initial question” (Harold & Bradley, 2009, p.44). The
interview protocol included probing questions for clarity/specificity, completeness, and repetition
(Harold & Bradley, 2009).

Procedures

First participants were invited by email, social media direct message, or phone call to
participate in the study. The researcher used the oral script in Appendix F to provide context of
the study, and provide details for participation. Interested research participants contacted the
principal investigator by email or phone call. The researcher followed up on all inquiries to
explain more about the purpose and goals of the study, available locations and modalities for the
study including phone, video conferencing, or in person, and answered all questions about the
study.

Next, interested participants agreed to a time, location or modality to participate in the
study, and confirmed through email to the principal investigator. The participants had the
flexibility to be in any location or modality of their choosing as long as it is quiet and private. In
person interviews took place at listings, public spaces, or places of business for the real estate
professionals. Each participant received an email to complete a written consent Google form in

Appendix E within 24 hours of their scheduled interview. Participants submitted written consent
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before participating in the interview. In person interviews took place at listings, public spaces, or
places of business for the real estate professionals.

Further, each interview began at the set time agreed upon by the principal investigator
and research participant. Each interview was held at a maximum time of 45 minutes. The
researcher used the oral script in Appendix F to start every interview to provide an overview of
the study, and expectations for the interview time including the number of questions, time
commitment, and reiteration of terms of written consent, including agreement to audio recording
of the interview. The researcher used the interview protocol to structure the time spent with the
research participant. Questions were not shared with research participants in advance. The
researcher began recording using the Apple Voice Memo application before starting each
interview. Each interview started with question one, “tell me about your experience as a real
estate professional in Fairfax County, Virginia”. True to the format of semi-structured interviews,
each research participant answered the remaining questions in the interview protocol with
varying follow-up questions and prompts based on individual responses.

Interviews concluded with the oral script in Appendix F to invite questions from
participants, reiterate the purpose of the study, and explain how the data would be used to inform
the results of the study. The researcher stopped recording to answer research participant
questions. A final email in Appendix G was sent to each research participation thanking them for
their participation in the study, and offered an additional opportunity for questions.

Data Analysis

Interview transcript data will be interpreted with a thematic analysis approach. A

thematic analysis helps to identify common patterns emerging from data, (Misra & Dey, 2022,
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para 3). Braun and Clarke (2006) further explain “thematic analysis is a method for identifying,
analyzing and reporting patterns within data. It minimally organizes and describes your data set
in rich detail” (p. 79). A exploratory research design was selected to discover a phenomena in
consumer behavior, and thematic analysis provides a process of finding repeated meaning across
a data set, which is important to interpreting phenomena (Xu & Zammit, 2020). Patterns found
in themes emerge from shared topics rather than data domains, and can capture crucial
information about data as it relates to research questions, and provide meaning across data sets
(Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Inductive reasoning expands individual premises to offer evidence from a collection of
specific observations (Mathur, 2022). Evidence comes from results through the combination of
information observed and prior knowledge, and the intent of this reasoning was to present logical
findings from the evidence (Mathur, 2022). This study sought to investigate within the context of
the homebuying process as a starting point of observations from the researcher’s prior
knowledge, and the literature would encourage more investigation on consumers’ private
interests in proximity to well-funded schools (Mathur, 2022).

Reflectivity Protocol

I was reflexive by considering how their views and feelings have influenced their
findings (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Reflexivity relates to how the researcher’s values, history,
characteristics, and the decisions made during the research affect the results (Bailey, 2018). This
aspect of qualitative research requires me to reflect about their thinking patterns for interpreting

the data. In other words, I needed to investigate their own interpretations. To be reflexive, |
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needed to be alert to the social, political, cultural, and economic factors that influence their
perspectives as well as those of the participants they study (Patton, 2015).

I maintained a reflective journal for the coding process. My reflective journal included
details of what I did, thought, and felt while analyzing the data, and the rationale behind those
thoughts (Choi, 2020). According to Russell and Kelly (2002), keeping self-reflective journals
during the analysis process is a strategy that facilitates reflexivity by using the researchers’
journals to examine “personal assumptions and goals” and to clarify “individual belief systems
and subjectivities” (p. 2). The reflexive approach was based on a qualitative paradigm, partly
because it emphasizes that researcher subjectivity is a resource rather than a problem. Within a
qualitative model of research, researcher bias is not regarded as a concern because all research is
viewed as influenced.

Data Analysis Procedures

The data analysis procedures for this study followed Bruan and Clarke’s six steps of data
analysis. Braun and Clarke’s process provides a systematic and deliberate method to analyze raw
data from the interview transcript data with step-by-step guidelines in data coding and
identification of themes (Xu & Zammit, 2020). Additionally, the Braun and Clarke approach was
“theoretically flexible method rather than theoretically informed and constrained methodology,
and resonates with constructivist epistemology” (Xu & Zammit, 2020, para 7). The six steps of
Braun and Clarke’s approach to thematic analysis applied to this study were:

1. Familiarization with the data
2. Generate initial codes

3. Search for themes
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4. Review themes
5. Define and naming themes

6. Produce report

The first step of data analysis was a familiarization of data from interview transcripts.
This allowed for reflection, and to “become intimately familiar with literally every word that was
exchanged between you and the participant” (Saldana, 2011, p. 44). During this initial review I
browsed transcripts and made note of my first impressions. I browsed interview transcripts,
formated them, and made sure they adhered to ethical considerations for my participants.
Thematic analysis of interview transcript data followed an integrative process for a total of seven
interviews. The first step of data analysis highlighted important and critical points from
participant responses (Rev, 2022).

The second step of data analysis was the generation of the initial codes. Good thematic
codes are characterized by the capture of qualitative richness that describes the bulk of the data
(Xu & Zammit, 2020). Coding procedures and guidelines were established for accuracy and
consistency (Medelyan, 2022). Studies suggested, “assigning codes to words and phrases in each
response helps capture what the response is about which, in turn, helps you better analyze and
summarize the results” (Medelyan, 2022, para 19). Descriptive coding summarized my initial
codes by using a single word or noun that encapsulates the general idea of the data. These words
will typically describe the data in a highly condensed manner (Crosley, 2020). These annotations
documented categories and subcategories highlighting important and critical points from

research participants (Rev, 2022).
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Initial codes began with annotations of the first set of interview transcripts for actions,
activities, concepts, differences, opinions, processes, and any other relevant details (Rev, 2022).
Annotations helped to identify themes to manually code for the conceptualization of data (Rev,
2022). This open coding technique broke down transcripts into individual excerpts, and
highlighted similarities and differences between excerpts that occurred between different
participants, excerpts from the same people, and participant experiences with similar excerpts
(Delve, 2023). Questions from the interview protocol also guided initial coding and analysis of
the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The initial round of open coding was prepared in the Google
Docs word processor. Categories were created in tables, and labeled by category name to keep
analysis in a digital format (Delve, 2023). A list of codes were developed to bring together sets
of excerpts to also compare codes with other codes. Connections between multiple codes were
found and grouped together in categories, where axes connected various codes together (Delve,
2023). Initial codes were created inductively using open coding methods for thematic analysis of
the first set of interview transcripts. The open coding approach was repeated for subsequent
interview transcripts with application of constant comparative method as additional data was
collected through interview transcripts. Data saturation was met after the seventh interview with
16 initial codes.

After the lists of codes were created, and grouped codes into categories, I continued to
analyze additional interview transcripts, and compare the new excerpts to your existing codes
categories. Iterative data collection and analysis occurred until over time where excerpts
contradicted, expanded upon, and supported existing codes and categories (Delve, 2023). The

excerpts were continuously compared and contrasted with other excerpts with the constant
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comparative method (Delve, 2023). A point was reached after the seventh interview transcript,
where excerpts did not expand upon codes and categories anymore. The same thing was learned
over and over again even with additional excerpts. Theoretical saturation, “the point at which
additional data adds no additional insight, was reached” (Delve, 2023, para 3). The data
collection of several interview transcripts was sufficient enough to explain the findings that arise
from analysis (Delve, 2023, para 3). The excerpts collected addressed all relevant aspects of
codes and categories, and there was no longer a need to pursue further data collection or analysis
for your particular codes and categories (Delve, 2023).

The third step of data analysis was the search for themes. This step developed coded data
into themes to illuminate the research questions. I aggregated grouped codes into theoretical code
categories which would help identify themes (Misra & Dey, 2022). After | familiarized myself
with data and developed codes, I searched for meaning across the coded data. I looked for
similarities and dissimilarities between the emergent themes from the data and themes that were
identified through literature. Broaden patterns of shared meaning emerged across the seven
interview transcripts. A semantic lens looked within the surface meanings of the data, and did
not look for anything beyond what a participant has said or what has been written. As the
analytic story formed, some codes and themes were discarded (Xu & Zammit, 2020). The
analytic process progressed from description to an organization of patterns and semantic content
for summary and interpretation, which would later be theorized for significance of implications
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). This step concluded with a sense of the relationship between themes.

The fourth step of data analysis was the review of themes. During the systematic process

I closely interrogated the data with an iterative thinking process moving back and forth, and
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interweaving between data sources. In my review of themes, the relationship was to help develop
a deeper understanding or a fresh phenomenon, and be far away from simply describing the
context (Misra & Dey, 2022). The review process included two levels of checking that
considered the alignment of the coded data to the research question, and the alignment of the
data in the whole data set to tell the analytic story (Xu and Zammit, 2020). One way themes were
reviewed was “checking to see whether the themes captured the essence of coded data in relation
to the research questions” (Xu and Zammit, 2020, para 12). Another way themes were reviewed
was “checking whether the themes work in the whole data set” (Xu and Zammit, 2020, para 12).
This step ended with a set of themes and an understanding of relationships between them (Xu
and Zammit, 2020).

The last two steps of data analysis were defining and naming themes to produce a report.
Informative and engaging names were given to each theme to eventually produce the report (Xu
and Zammit, 2020, para 13). The naming convention for the five themes identified included
excerpts from the words of participants and the researcher (Xu & Zammit, 2020). The sixth step
of data analysis produces six themes to help interpret the findings and tell a story, and confirming
results in the next section of this chapter (Xu & Zammitt, 2020). The developed report that is
detailed in chapter four tells a story about real estate professionals' experiences from the
researchers prolonged data immersion, deep thinking and reflection (Xu and Zammit, 2020, para
13 ). This analytic story selected excerpts from the words of participants and analyst
interpretation to confirm and compare examined evidence to report results (Xu and Zammit,
2020).

Trustworthiness
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Trustworthiness is important in high quality qualitative research. Member checking and
peer debriefing were validation techniques applied to this study. Member checking is participant
validation of results (Birt, et al., 2016). Participants were provided copies of interview transcripts
with the opportunity to engage with, and add to interview transcripts after their semi-structured
interview (Birt, et al., 2016).

Another validation technique was peer debriefing. Delve (2023) described peer
debriefing as the “process of consulting with one or more peers who have no personal interest in
the project to enhance the validity of your research” (para 1). Members of my committee and
university professors “reviewed and assessed my transcripts, methodology, and findings” over a
course of months to probe in an independent, unbiased, and bring a new set of skills, knowledge,
and values to my study (Delve, 2023, para 1).

Ethical Considerations

The anonymous nature of this study posed no privacy or confidentiality concerns. No
one, including the committee, will know who participated in this study. Data was stored on the
Marymount Google cloud and was backed on a personal hard drive. The researcher protected the
confidentiality of research participant data by only sharing the collective data of all participants
together. Additionally, privacy of research participants was maintained by de-linking data from
participant identifiers and presenting findings in aggregate (Johnson & Christensen, 2020).
Identifiers were removed from the identifiable private information, so the data is available to be
used for future research studies or distributed to another investigator for future research studies
without additional informed consent from research participants. The written consent described

the procedure for research participants to end participation at any time.
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The researcher was reflective about their voice and perspective in this study. It was
impossible to avoid objectivity completely, and subjectivity made this study less credible
(Johnson & Christensen, 2020).The researcher explored this study based on personal curiosity as
a former educator based on tensions, disagreements and challenges about boundary setting and
home values. This study was created based on the balance of objective and subjective
information with aspirations that the findings provide an authentic depiction of the complex
nature of the problem of governing public school information responsibly, and offer a solution to
all stakeholders.

Assumptions, Delimitations and Limitations
Assumptions

This study made assumptions that drove the case study research design, and the
contextualization for the participants and interpretation of research findings. The case study
research design defined a nonexperimental setting with unique characteristics to develop a single
case. The study assumed residential properties in neighborhoods with fluid school boundary
changes were a shared priority for real estate professionals and consumer private interests’ in the
pursuit of public school information in the homebuying process. A controversial case seemed to
generate rich information about consumer behavior and the role of real estate professionals for
the pursuit of proximity to well-funded schools.

The study made assumptions about participant recruitment and engagement for a study on
dissemination of public school information to consumers in the homebuying process. The study
expected an effortless recruitment of real estate professionals with varied backgrounds and

experiences through emails and phone calls. The study also expected real estate professionals to
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respond honestly, openly and with specificity during interviews and focus groups. Moreover, the
study expected real estate agents to have concrete and readily available objective sources to share
with consumers. Lastly, the study expected real estate professionals to be interested in
collaboration with public schools, and invested in the politics of school boundary studies.

The study made assumptions about the contextualization of consumers in participants'
responses for the interpretation of research findings. The study expected all consumers
prioritized public schools in their home search whether they were seeking proximity to
well-funded schools or not. The study also expected all consumers that inquired about public
school information were seeking private interests of proximity to a well-funded school.
Furthermore, the clients of real estate professionals were assumed to be consumers, and not
homebuyers. There are many variables to be an official homebuyer, and the study wants to have
a more expansive understanding of human behavior. Last, the study assumed well-funded
schools were defined by being in proximity of properties valuing an average $729,000.
Delimitations

The focus of my research aims and research questions changed from the initial intent.
The scope of the study and research design were amended during participant recruitment and
during the review of raw data in the initial phases of thematic analysis. The bounds of the study
was expanded because I quickly learned during the review of raw data from the first few
semi-structured interviews that participants were not comfortable talking about public schools
due to fears of steering based on their individual interpretations of fair housing laws. Fears of
violating fair housing laws impacted recruitment and specificity of participant responses. Also,

the case study was designed to focus on the Lorton division of Fairfax County, which is only a
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few zip codes in comparison to the size of Fairfax County. This approach was limited in nature
because it was difficult to find real estate professionals with niche knowledge of the Lorton
market. Most real estate professionals who participated in the study were familiar with Fairfax
County in its entirety, and neighboring districts such as Prince William, Arlington, and
Alexandria. Additionally, participants were not interested, nor informed about the politics of
school boundaries in the Lorton community, or even in Fairfax County as a whole. Participant
interview data explained being within the bounds of Fairfax County was enough for consumers,
so the nuance of boundaries within the Fairfax County boundary were not relevant. These
limitations made it difficult to recruit participants in Lorton, so the participant recruitment
expanded from Lorton to all of Fairfax County.

The recruitment barriers created by fair housing laws also made me shift the specificity in
my study about the proximity to well-funded schools. Participants lacked prior knowledge on
understanding public school funding, any of the literature about home valuation and school
quality measures, and simply did not find that information to be relevant to consumers from their
experiences. The data collection shifted to focus on access to practices about the dissemination
of public school information, and consumer inquiries when public schools did come up.

The changes to scope of the study impacted data collection methods, and available data
sources for the study. My initial data sources were interviews, focus groups, and website content
analysis. I planned to conduct five semi-structured interviews, facilitate a focus group with
interview participants, and later use the results from the transcript data for the website content
analysis. Recruitment challenges made it difficult to schedule individual interviews, so I decided

coordinating focus groups would be difficult to do with the time constraints of the study and
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concerns for fair housing violations. I eliminated focus groups as a data source and conducted
two additional semi-structured interviews.

I later had to reduce my website content analysis as a data source as well. During
preparation of the raw data, and development of descriptive data during the thematic analysis
procedure, I realized the results did not have specific data points to inform data collection for the
website content analysis. The gaps in the categories derived from interview data revealed the
principal investigator did not have the criteria for recruitment for the next round of data
collection (Delve, 2023). I expected participants to share concrete and explicit examples of
objective information sources in interviews to support a theoretical sample for content analysis
of websites provided to consumers for public school information to collect data to answer
research question three: what type of information about schools is published and available to
homebuyers when making a homebuying decision? Interview data provided general descriptions
that could not be quantified into reliable or consistent samples. For example, many participants
name “Rate My School.com” as an objective resource shared with consumers. Rate My
School.com is not a real website. I could make an assumption that the website was
“GreatSchools.com”, but that was not explicitly captured in the transcript. Additionally,
participants told consumers to “Google" information about schools, but did not give specific
search terms. I did not have search terms to examine websites that would turn up from search
engine results. Overall, participant responses about websites were vague, and difficult to remove
researcher bias from the interpretation of their responses. Search engines were not a reliable data

source due to the variability of key words, and search engine algorithms. I eliminated website
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content analysis as a data source. Semi-structured interviews became the sole data source for the
exploratory case study.

The case study research design remained, but the scope of my study shifted. My research
questions were reduced from three to two. I did not have the resources to explore the type of
public school information published and available to consumers when making a homebuying
decisions. The research questions for the remainder of the study were: 1) What are common
consumer public school inquiries made to real estate professionals? 2) What objective public
school information sources do real estate professionals share with consumers? My sole data
source was a purposive sample of real estate professionals in Fairfax, County, and the data
collection instrument was a semi-structured interview protocol, and results were analyzed with a
thematic approach.

Limitations

There were shortcomings in this study based on theoretical and practical constraints.
Theoretical limitations were to analyze the results solely from applied behavioral economic
theoretical foundations. The problem of practice was framed from economic reasoning, yet the
research aims were preoccupied with information governance. The results of this study were only
analyzed based on the relationship between consumer behavior, choice architecture, and
information asymmetries, and not synthesized with theoretical foundations about the nature of
information acquisition or dissemination of information. An application of information theories
such as Claude E. Shannon theory of information may have produced richer responses from

participants with different implications from the results of the data.
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The most impactful practical constraints were shortcomings with the case study research
design, data collection method, interview protocol, preparation of raw data, data analysis
procedures, research validity, and researcher bias. An initial shortcoming of the case study
research design is that generalizations could not be made from the purpose sample, but findings
rather provided a more defined problem for further research (Maxwell, 2013). At best this
sample helped me decide if the school boundary contention around homebuy is worth exploring
deeper with more stakeholders, which early review of initial data proved it wasn’t, which was
discussed back in the delimitation section of chapter three. Another shortcoming of the case
study research design was the reliance on rich responses from participants for data analysis. Case
study design depends on participants to answer honestly, openly, and with specificity.
Interpretation of fair housing laws was a reduced participants’ willingness to answer honestly,
openly, and with specificity. Participations had varied interpretations of fair housing laws, and
made it difficult to get meaningful responses. Additionally, the limited inventory of the housing
market post COVID-19 interfered with data collection because participants knew less about
consumers' private interests because it simply wasn’t relevant during the homebuying process.
Consumers had to prioritize what was available and later make decisions. There is such limited
inventory that consumers did not have many opportunities to prioritize private interests and
successfully purchase a home.

The data collection method was another shortcoming of this study. Using interviews as a
data collection tool was a shortcoming because of selection bias and social interaction. Selection
bias was an internal and external threat to validity. Selection bias potentially influenced the

selected instrument, how participants were selected and limitations of the actual researcher.
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Social interaction threatened internal validity because of the potential reaction of real estate
professionals and what might have affected them. This study relied on interviews, however based
on interview responses, there may be an opportunity for better data from surveys. Although data
was collected from participants through interviews, Macedonia (2021) cited this as a limitation
within the study, due to limitations to observe participants in their natural environments and
observe non-verbal communication (Opdenakker, 2006), which could have provided vital
information for research data.

The interview protocol was another shortcoming in the data collection method. The
quality of interviewee responses were dependent on the quality of questions from the interview
protocol, and probing questions from the interviewer during interviews. The amount of time
spent answering each interview question varied across research participation, and probing
questions were possibly inconsistently across interviews. I should have provided concrete
examples of objective information sources to probe participants to elaborate on sources
disseminated to consumers. Potential bias in the development of questions and interpretation of
response may have interfered with participant response (Shakespeare, 2023).

Preparation of raw data was another shortcoming in this study in considerations of audio
recordings and transcription services. Audio recordings as a tool to prepare raw data focuses
“attention on the interview data and not the broader experience of the research which includes
observation and personal interactions,” and research participants' may portray inaccurate
information to protect their privacy (Rutakumwa et al., 2020, para 10). Additionally, artificial
intelligence (Al) transcription services provided shortcomings in the preparation of raw data. It is

documented that Al software does not understand accents and unfamiliar words, so editing is
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required (SpeakWrite, 2022). Additionally, the reliance on algorithms may not have understood
essential contextual information (SpeakWrite, 2022).

A thematic analysis procedure was applied to analyze the data. Thematic analysis is
subjective and open to interpretation and may limit the quality of descriptive data (Medelyan,
2022). This means that different researchers may come to different conclusions when coding and
analyzing the same data. This can lead to inaccurate results and unreliable conclusions. Also
thematic analysis is inductive, which could be very limiting. Since inductive reasoning was
typically based on a single observation or an inference drawn from very specific and alike
situations, experts suggested “this cannot possibly lead anyone to a fair judgment or accurate
inference in a diverse world” (Morgan, 2022, p. 69). In this thematic approach, data was not
analyzed mathematically, and the interpretation of results were based on judgements and
opinions (Maxwell, 2013). Coding guidelines were developed for reliable, consistent, and
accurate coding, but cognitive bias is still an influence on the manual coding of qualitative data
(Medelyan, 2022).

Research validity was another shortcoming in this study. Research validity is typically
supported with the collection of multiple sources of evidence, which was limited to just
interviews for this study. I wanted to host focus groups to discuss interpretations and verify
conclusions with participants as well as get deeper understanding and insight, but could not
recruit participants (Johnson & Christensen, 2020). This study anticipated real estate
professionals as providing enough perspective to draw conclusions and make recommendations.
Real estate professionals seemed like a missing stakeholder in the dialogue about school

attendance changes and the impact on neighborhoods, and homes. Unfortunately, fair housing
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laws and NARs ethical professional standards fostered a disconnect between real estate
professionals and public schools. It is simply too risky, and the real estate professionals'
understanding of their role in regards to fair housing is inconsistent and lacks shared professional
interpretations. Most participants did not find their involvement worth the professional risks of
potentially steering customers.

Researcher bias was a final shortcoming of this study. I made many assumptions from
word of mouth and personal experience as an educator about the relevancy of school boundary
zones to consumers. | learned quickly in early phases of data collection that school boundary
zones were not relevant to consumers according to real estate professionals. School boundary
zones were not relevant to real estate professionals either. Research bias also is a shortcoming
because I administered and conducted the interviews alone. Although my subjectivity was a tool
to be reflexive, and I used participant member checking, and peer debriefs for trustworthiness,
objectivity was not guaranteed because interpretation was dependent on my bias and cultural
experiences.

Summary

The research methodology for this study was an exploratory qualitative single case study
on consumer access to public school information when searching for homes in proximity of
well-funded schools. Sources of data for this case study were a non-probability sampling of
seven licensed real estate professionals with varied backgrounds practicing real estate in Fairfax
County, Virginia. Data for the semi-structured interviews was collected using an interview
protocol, audio recording, and transcription services. Braun and Clarke’s six step thematic

analysis guidelines were used to inductively analyze the results of this study to produce themes
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and interpret findings. Trustworthiness for this study was established from reflexivity, member
checking, and peer debriefing from an interpretivist and constructivist research epistemology.
Reflexivity protocols and inductive reasoning narrowed the scope of this study, which was
further explained in assumptions and delimitations. Chapter four detail preparation of raw data,

data analysis procedures, findings, and limitations.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

This exploratory qualitative single case study used a semi-structured interview protocol
to collect data from a purposive sample of seven participants in a nonexperimental setting.
Chapter four detailed the data analysis procedures, and inductive theme development to interpret
findings. Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis provided guidelines to insure the accuracy of the
data, including a system of categorization through coding to identify and clearly articulate
themes in the data set (Crosley, 2020). Coding categorization systems provided guidelines to
identify themes to interpret findings. Findings emerged from data analysis that contributed to a
better understanding of the problem space, and guidance for recommendations and further
studies. The remaining sections will describe raw data preparation, data analysis procedures, and
key findings.

Preparation for Raw Data

Semi-structured interviews produced transcripts as research data to support this
exploratory study. Individual phone interviews and in person interviews were recorded using the
Apple Voice Memo application and saved as MP4 files. MP4 audio files were stored and
managed on Marymount University’s encrypted Google drive. Raw interview data were
transcripted to avoid inaccuracies and data loss Rev, 2022). The act of transcribing was an
“Interpretive act rather than simply a technical procedure, and the close observation that
transcribing entails led to noticing unanticipated phenomena” in the results discussed in the next
chapter (Bailey, 2008, para 24). Transcripts were “recordings transcribed into written form so
that they can be studied in detail, linked with analytic notes and/or coded” (Bailey, 2008, para 1).

Transcripts in qualitative studies were data as text (Roller, 2023).
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Transcription was not done manually, the interview recordings were transcripted using
Rev’s Al service. Interview data was transcribed by Rev’s speech to text transcription service.
Rev’s automated transcription services were 90 percent accurate in speech recognition, and
produced transcripts with a quick turnaround time (Rev, 2023). PDF files of transcripts were
stored and managed on Marymount University’s encrypted Google drive. Transcripts created a
text-based version of the original audio and arranged the data systematically to prepare for
analysis (Rev, 2023). Transcript data “reflected underlying assumptions about what counted as
data”, and “facilitated realizations or ideas” which was later interpreted during the analysis stage
(Bailey, 2008, para 15). The researcher was enabled to focus on their observation and find
patterns to preserve the accuracy and integrity of the data (Rev, 2023).

Data Analysis Procedures

The data analysis procedures for this study followed Bruan and Clarke’s six steps of data
analysis. Braun and Clarke’s process provides a systematic and deliberate method to analyze raw
data from the interview transcript data with step-by-step guidelines in data coding and
identification of themes (Xu & Zammit, 2020). This section describes data analysis steps, and
theme development using an inductive coding categorization.
Data Analysis Steps

Thematic analysis began by browsing interview transcripts, formatting them, and making
sure they adhered to ethical considerations for my participants. Thematic analysis of interview
transcript data followed an integrative process for a total of seven interviews. The first step of
data analysis highlighted important and critical points from participant responses (Rev, 2022).

Some of my first impressions noted a recurrence of participant responses about accommodating
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“homebuyers interests” and “homebuyer profiles” and less occurrences about “Fairfax County
School boundaries” and “public school information” inquiries.

The second step of data analysis generated initial codes. I used coding procedures and
guidelines that established accuracy and consistency for opening coding (Medelyan, 2022).
Descriptive coding summarized my initial codes by using a single word or noun that
encapsulates the general idea of the data. These words typically described the data in a highly
condensed manner (Crosley, 2020). These annotations documented categories and subcategories
highlighting important and critical points from research participants (Rev, 2022). Initial codes
began with annotations of the first set of interview transcripts for actions, activities, concepts,
differences, opinions, processes, and any other relevant details (Rev, 2022). Annotations helped
to identify themes to manually code for the conceptualization of data (Rev, 2022). Studies
suggested, “assigning codes to words and phrases in each response helps capture what the
response is about which, in turn, helps you better analyze and summarize the results” (Medelyan,
2022, para 19). Table 5 describes the initial set of codes for the semi-structured interviews and

document analysis.

Table 5
Sample of Initial Codes
Code Description Example
School Test scores, school “Like I said, when the elementary school comes more into play,
characteristics ~ quality, school reputation  it's more often my clients that have a child, maybe special needs
amenities or an intellectual disability...”
School
boundaries Boundary changes, FCPS ... 1t's kind of hard to buy a house specific for the schools that
boundaries you want your children to go to because it might shift.
Homebuyer Criterion, wishlist home
interests buyer profile, consumers <A ot of people are drawn to the schools in Fairfax County, and

so that's what makes a lot of people want to live here.”
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Third party Objective information,
sites third party sites, MLS ““...there's something like that for schools, like Rate My Schools.
database, reliable But, I feel like that's very opinionated. And also, there's a bunch
information of ads. It looks very tacky.”

Note: Initial codes from thematic analysis procedures.

Next open coding, the process of breaking transcripts into individual excerpts, was
applied to notice similarities and differences between excerpts that occurred between different
participants, excerpts from the same people, and participant experiences with similar excerpts
(Delve, 2023). The initial round of open coding was prepared in the Google Docs word
processor. Categories were created in tables, and labeled by category name to keep analysis in a
digital format (Delve, 2023). A list of codes were developed to bring together sets of excerpts to
also compare codes with other codes. Connections between multiple codes were found and
grouped together in categories, where axes connected various codes together (Delve, 2023).

Initial codes were created inductively using open coding methods for thematic analysis of
the first set of interview transcripts. The open coding approach was repeated for subsequent
interview transcripts with application of constant comparative method as additional data was
collected through interview transcripts. Data saturation was met after the seventh interview with
16 initial codes. The top text code with the most text segments was “buyers interests” with a total
of 23 text segments across seven interview transcripts. The next most common text code was
“objective information sources” with a total of 21 text segments. The third most common text
code was “homebuyer profile” with a total of 19 text segments. The least common text codes
were “neighborhood challenges” with a total of two text segments and “professional

background” with a total of three text segments. The initial 16 codes were categorized and
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grouped. Axial coding identified relationships between codes that were consumer driven, such as
themes about “neighborhood characteristics”, and “school characteristics”. Other relationships
that emerged in the codes were based on professional services that only real estate professionals
could provide such as “homebuying process”, “fair housing regulations”, and nuances between
“seller interests” and “buyer interests”.

After the lists of codes were created, and grouped codes into categories, I continued to
analyze additional interview transcripts, and compare the new excerpts to your existing codes
categories. [terative data collection and analysis occurred until over time where excerpts
contradicted, expanded upon, and supported existing codes and categories (Delve, 2023). The
excerpts were continuously compared and contrasted with other excerpts with the constant
comparative method (Delve, 2023). A point was reached after the seventh interview transcript,
where excerpts did not expand upon codes and categories anymore. The same thing was learned
over and over again even with additional excerpts. Theoretical saturation, “the point at which
additional data adds no additional insight, was reached” (Delve, 2023, para 3). The data
collection of several interview transcripts was sufficient enough to explain the findings that arise
from analysis (Delve, 2023, para 3). The excerpts collected addressed all relevant aspects of
codes and categories, and there was no longer a need to pursue further data collection or analysis
for your particular codes and categories (Delve, 2023).

The third step of data analysis searched for themes. I looked for similarities and
dissimilarities between the emergent themes from the data and themes that are identified through
literature. I aggregated grouped codes into theoretical code categories which would help identify

themes (Misra & Dey, 2022). After I familiarized myself with data and developed codes, I
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searched for meaning across the coded data. Some of the themes, such as “sellers interest” and
“neighborhood challenges” were discarded because they didn’t work together to form a coherent
analytic story (Xu & Zammit, 2020). Broader patterns of shared meaning developed across
coded data to develop into themes about fair housing and professional standards, themes about
sources of information, and themes about homebuyer criterion. This step ended with a sense of
the relationship between themes.

The fourth step of data analysis reviewed themes. In my review of themes, the
relationship was to help develop a deeper understanding or a fresh phenomenon, and be far away
from simply describing the context (Misra & Dey, 2022). The review process included two levels
of checking that considered the alignment of the coded data to the research question, and the
alignment of the data in the whole data set to tell the analytic story (Xu & Zammit, 2020). This
step ended with a final set of themes.

The fifth step of data analysis defined and named themes. The naming convention for the
five themes identified included excerpts from the words of participants and the researcher (Xu &
Zammit, 2020). The sixth step of data analysis produces six themes to help interpret the findings
and tell a story, and confirming results in the next section of this chapter (Xu & Zammitt, 2020).
Table 6 illustrated research questions alignment with emergent themes.

Table 6

Theme Alignment and Research Questions

Research Question 1 Rescarch Question 2

What are common consumer What objective public
Theme Alignment school information sources

public school inquiries made .
. do real estate professionals
to real estate professionals? .
share with consumers?

Consumers inquire more about school X
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programs than school quality data

Real estate professionals prioritize consumer X
access to reliable information rather than
objective information

Fair housing laws limits real estate
professionals engagement with local public
schools

Google search engine is the most
recommended source of objective public
school information from real estate
professionals to consumers

Interpretations of fair housing law influences

how public school information is disseminated
to consumers

Note: Alignment of emergent themes and research questions.

Table 6 provided the alignment of emergent themes and research questions for a summary
of findings. One key finding emerged for research question one: What are common consumer
public school inquiries made to real estate professionals? This research question sought answers
for consumer inquiries about public school information during the homebuying process. Majority
of the key findings emerged from research question two: What objective public school
information sources do real estate professionals share with consumers? This research question
sought answers for real estate professionals' behaviors and actions when providing objective
information about public schools.

Evidence of Quality

This study followed the guidelines of Bruan and Clarke thematic analysis procedure to

ensure accuracy of the data codes and development of themes to interpret research findings.

Member checking was facilitated because participants were sent a copy of their interview
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transcripts to review, and offer feedback or additional annotations. Peer debriefing was
conducted by providing copies of methodology and findings to provide unbiased skills,
knowledge and value to the study. Lastly, a reflective journal was maintained during dating
coding to manage personal assumptions, individual belief systems and subjectivities.
Findings

Five themes emerged from thematic analysis resulting in four key findings to understand
implications and guide next steps for this study. The most significant result revealed the
influence of fair housing laws on public school information acquisition and information
dissemination from real estate professionals to consumers. Other findings of this study provided
more information about consumers' private interests in public education, the relevancy of
well-funded schools to consumers in the homebuying process, and how real estate professionals
engage with public school information. 7able 7 summarizes key findings in alignment with
research questions.
Table 7

Summary of Key Findings and Research Questions

Research Questions Findings
RQ1: What are common consumer public school inquiries Consumer private interests are contextual and
made to real estate professionals? driven by social factors

Public school information in proximity to
well-funded schools was not a priority inquiry
in the homebuying process

Real estate professionals do not have shared

RQ2: What objective public school information sources do . SRR ,
understandings of objective information

real estate professionals share with consumers?
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Interpretations of fair housing laws limit real
estate professionals’ engagement with public
school information

Note: Alignment of significant finds and research questions

Two key findings emerged from research question one. The first finding of research
question one was consumers' private interest in public schools were contextual and driven by
social factors. The second finding of the research question was public school information is not
a priority inquiry in the home buying process. Both findings emerged from the data that
consumers inquire more about school programs than school quality data. The intent of research
question one was to explore consumer inquiries with real estate professionals about public
schools in close proximity to well-funded schools in the homebuyer process.

Two key findings emerged from research question two. The first finding of research
question two is real estate professionals do not have shared understandings of objective
information. Findings about real estate professionals' unclear understanding of objective
information emerged from themes about the semantics of “reliable information” over “objective
information”, prioritization of the Google search engine and real estate professionals
interpretation for fair housing laws to disseminate information. The second finding of research
question two is interpretations of fair housing laws limit real estate professionals’ engagement
with public school information. Findings about real real estate professionals' engagement with
public school information emerged from themes on interpretations of fair housing laws. The
intent of research question two was to explore the objective public school information sources
real estate professionals share with consumers.

Consumer Private Interests in Public Schools are Contextual
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A key finding for research question one is consumers inquire more about school
programs than school quality data. The social and cultural context for public school information
inquiries was initially coded as “homebuyers interest”. Later, in the categorization, “homebuyer
interests” about public school programs and services were coded as “school characteristics”.
Responses coded as “school characteristics” provided more details about the type of public
school information requested. Real estate professionals revealed consumers inquired more about
“programming available at schools”, rather than school quality and accountability metrics.
Participants shared that “second time homebuyers”, “luxury homebuyers”, and “families with
children were more interested in information about public schools”. Participants reported
consumers that were interested in public school information were more concerned with programs
for children with unique needs such as “special education, occupational therapy and gifted
education”.

Real estate professionals reported from interviews that if school inquiries came up there
was usually "a certain program at the elementary school that they want their child to have access
to. Or if it's a child with an intellectual or a physical disability, and there's a certain school that
has programs that are a little bit more accessible or inclusive.” Real estate professionals had
varied responses about the frequency and type of public school inquiries based on school level.
Some real estate professionals described a heightened interest in high school. One participant
explained, “the thing that comes up a lot more, that people feel a lot stronger about, I would say,
because ultimately they're trying to prepare their child for a future career or getting into the right
college.” On the other hand, some real estate professionals reported that consumers said “if it's

not the elementary school that's zoned for that property, they won't move there”. The
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commonality for school level is the influence of individual social and cultural factors on public
school information inquiries.

The findings of this study also reveal that knowledge of school boundaries and school
funding is not common knowledge for real estate professionals or consumers. One participant
shared the following about school boundary zones:

So I do have every once in a while run across somebody who feels that it makes a big

impact on the value. So they want to focus on the good school district. Then I remind

them that when I lived in Fairfax, my boundaries changed three times. So you can buy
here today thinking that you're definitely going to be in this boundary for the rest of your
life and it's going to impact your value and next year they could change the boundaries.

Now, you're in a different school district, so you really shouldn't, in my opinion, shouldn't

focus a whole lot on that.

Overall, consumers with children have private interests that are motivated by services that
benefit their children. Based on participant responses, context continues to be essential in the
dissemination and understanding of information governance and the implications for consumer
behavior.

Public School Information is Not a Priority Inquiry in the Home Buying Process

Another key finding for research question one was the lack of prioritization of public
school information in the homebuying process. Majority of participants explained “homebuyer
profiles” and “neighborhood characteristics™ as criteria that greatly influenced consumer’s
information acquisition and the real estate professionals' dissemination of information. In the last
couple of years, the COVID-19 global pandemic influenced inquiries for consumers. All
participants expressed limited inventory of available homes, so many buyers had less

preferences, so the current housing market impacted consumer prioritization and inquiry. Within

a context of limited inventory, participants unanimously shared that most consumer inquiries
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were about information for non education related public services such as shopping, healthcare,
transportation, and recreation. One participant shared that consumers sought a balance of a
collection of public services in their private interests and inquiries in the homebuying process:

And also, I just think Fairfax County is beautiful. We've done a really great job of, we've
got really great walking paths and kind of parts of Fairfax County feels like you're very
much in the woods, even though you're in the suburbs. So I think we've done a really
good job of balancing that kind of live work play in Fairfax County.

Public information inquiries were also reported by several participants to be influenced
by consumers' unique profiles based on social and cultural factors. For instance, four participants
commonly shared that a first time homebuyer with no children in their 20’s was less likely to
prioritize public schools in their inquiries for information. First time homebuyers in general were
less likely to inquire about public schools because they were more interested in qualifying and
getting approved for a home more than anything else. One participant elaborated, “first time
home buyers, they're really limited in what they can buy if they do want to stay within the
county.”

Majority of participants consistently reported second time homebuyers with children
inquired most about public schools. One REALTOR® explained:

It's really when my clients get a little bit older and get a little bit closer to when they're
ready to start a family, I would say maybe a second time home buyer or a slightly later
first time home buyer that they plan to be in that house for a lot longer is when the school
boundaries start to be part of the conversation.

Additionally, participants reflected that consumers with a larger budget were more likely to
inquire about schools. Budgets that inquired more about public schools typically started at

$700,00 for a single family home. One participant with several years of experience gave more

context and elaborated that established families:
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We’re kind of at that point where it's 10 years later. So those folks that were first time
home buyers within the first few years, they either need a bigger home or maybe their
family has grown, or for whatever reason, maybe their income has gone up, so they're
ready for a bigger property.
In contrast, another participant described the constraints of consumer budget in the homebuying
process:
So buyers, their criteria changes as they start exploring neighborhoods and determining
what their money can buy and if it's worth it to them to stretch and eat macaroni cheeses
for the rest of their life, or move a zip code over and buy something that's more
affordable where they can actually have life experiences still.
Affordability and stages of life milestones were social and cultural factors that contributed to the
varied contexts for consumer inquiry.

Property Managers reported different experiences than real estate professionals that were
working with consumers looking to participate in the homebuying process. Property managers
worked with consumers who were renting properties temporarily, yet still had accounts about
public school information inquiry. Consumers who were looking to rent had public school
information inquiries about logistics rather than programming. Renters wanted to know “what's
the grade and where's the bus stop and which school it is.”

Real Estate Professionals Lack Shared Understandings of Objective Information

A key finding for research question two is real estate professionals lack shared
understanding of objective information. All participants referred consumers to online resources
for more information about public schools. There was a collective reliance on the convenience
and accessibility of online resources. Participants often interchanged the words “reliable” and

“objective”. Participants' interpretation of reliable and objective is unclear. It was unclear if those

words were synonymous in relation to the dissemination of information to consumers based on
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fair housing laws and real estate professional standards. Participants' responses explicitly
referenced reliability over objectivity. Participants repeatedly cited word of mouth and social
media platforms such as Facebook groups and Instagram as other sources of reliable information.

The participants that interpreted dissemination of information consumers as advice were
less likely to provide direct resources, and instead refer consumers to a search engine or Fairfax
County Public Schools website. Participants that interpreted dissemination of information to
consumers as information were more likely to provide Fairfax County Public Schools website as
an objective or reliable resource. Responses from participants revealed many consumers had
already performed initial research, and came prepared with criteria for their home search when
working with real estate professionals. Search engines were more influential on consumers'
access to public school information than real estate professionals based on participant responses.

The most common response real estate professionals provided to consumers was to
“Google” information about public schools. Search engines were more influential on consumers'
access to public school information than real estate professionals based on participant responses.
Non REALTORS® more often referred consumers to the Google search engine citing fair
housing restrictions and steering than REALTORS®.

Search engines typically generated results from third party sites. One participant
explained third party sites have, “aggregators, they have a purpose outside of providing
information, so they don't really care if it's accurate. So that's the frustrating thing”. Three
examples illustrate participant responses that were dependent on third party sites for objective
and reliable information were include:

Example 1
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And with the internet, they have good access to some of the demographics, to some of the
school sites and many of them give lots of reports about what percentage of them are on
free or reduced lunches or what their school SAT scores are or all those kinds of things
and there's all these school rating sites with the teachers and things like that.

Example 2

Third party sites. I think it comes down to... I mean, think about it. If you're going to go
on vacation somewhere and you're looking for a restaurant, you're not, for the most part,
trying to find specific restaurant websites. You're seeing, okay, how do they look on
Yelp? How do they look on TripAdvisor? What's their rating on Google? We do kind of
rely on a rating system for everything else in our lives. And so I think a lot of people,
their brains are programmed to want to see, okay, is my kids school a four out of five?
You know what I mean? So I think that those scores matter a lot to parents, and I just
wish there was one that was a little bit better, frankly, than GreatSchools.

Example 3

I typically just Google the schools. I'll do top, best schools in whatever county I live in,
and then they'll just give me from 1 to 10 and they'll start rating.

All participants relied on the Google search engine as a source of objective and reliable
information.
Interpretation of Fair Housing Laws Limit Engagement with Public School Information
Another key of research question two was fair housing laws limit real estate
professionals' engagement with public school information. Interpretations of fair housing laws
limited real estate professionals' public school engagement beyond dissemination of information.
Real estate professionals from this sample population are not interested in the politics of local
public schools. School attendance zones is the example of local public school politics that was
included in the interview protocol for the study. Majority of participants lack familiarity and
stated consumers also lack familiarity and rarely inquire about school attendance zones. The
politics of school boundaries were not important to how they supported consumers, and the

majority of participants explained they advised consumers to not base their decisions on school
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boundaries because they change frequently. Responses reflected a general awareness that school
boundaries are unreliable and can lead to steering based on race, ethnicity and socioeconomic
status. School boundaries and attendance zones were discussed with consumers in generalization
about Fairfax county as whole, rather than subdivisions within Fairfax county.

Consumers inquired about Fairfax County to be within the public school boundary, but
did not delve deeper into boundaries within Fairfax County. Real estate professionals
consistently aligned their prioritization with the priorities of consumers. As mentioned earlier,
there is not much data to understand the influence of school boundary review on homebuying
from the perspective of real estate professionals. This question did help to explain that most
consumers are pleased with the overall reputation of the school system, and may not be as
motivated to explore detailed characteristics of their neighborhood schools such as school quality
or value add metrics such as extracurriculars, and advanced programing. 7able 5 displays codes
that describe consistent responses from real estate professionals, including property managers
that represent the consumer perspective of renters with contention of simply being in the FCPS
boundary.

Each participant mentioned fair housing laws at least once in their responses when asked
about disseminating information, and consistently referenced concerns about steering. The
results of this study show that the relationship between consumer inquiry and dissemination of
information is strained. One participant wanted consumers to do their own research without their
support:

That's what I tell my clients too. "Again, it's more important that you do your own due

diligence," which is hard when you have clients who are moving from Italy and they
aren't here, they can't door knock, they can't go to schools. So they rely on my feedback.
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Participants' responses revealed disparity in the interpretation of their roles according to
fair housing laws. The results revealed a gap in real estate professionals' interpretation of fair
housing laws, and access to objective information sources. Here are some of the varied
participant response on their interpretations of fair housing from the findings:

Example 1

We always refer people to professionals or to statistics or to media or governmental
agencies that would handle that type of information. Reason being, it could be considered
as showing favoritism or showing a dislike or a steering situation from different areas. So
we are forbidden to give that type of information, so we don't.

Example 2

And honestly, my opinion shouldn't affect the decision. I'm going to guide you but
ideally, it's your decision.

Example 3

So if people want to use that on their own, that's fine, but I'm never going to direct them
to it. I basically just have to gently have that conversation of, listen, realtors really aren't
supposed to speak about schools and which schools are better or worse than others
because of the risk of you're very much toeing the line of steering at that point. And so [
basically just tell them that that's something that I'm not going to be able to advise you
on.

Each response had a different interpretation of fair housing. The participant in example one said
the information was forbidden, but did provide a non third party site. The participant in example
two was willing to provide guidance. The participant in example three says they can’t speak
about schools. What is the actual boundary on discussion about schools? Participants referenced
fair housing law as their guide consistently across interviews.
Summary
Overall, the data collected was disaggregated to address some of the aims of the research.

Interpretation of findings were driven by thematic analysis of interview transcript data. Coding
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categorization systems provided guidelines to identify themes to interpret findings. Two key
findings about real estate agents' engagement with public school information, and the influence
of fair housing laws interpretations on the dissemination of information in the homebuying
created limitations and altered the scope of this study. Chapter five further discusses
implications, recommendations and reflections for the problem space based on the results of this

study.
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY, RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Summary of Findings
This study had four key findings as a result of thematic analysis of semi-structured

interview transcript data from real estate professionals in Fairfax, Virginia. The most significant
result revealed the influence of fair housing laws on public school information acquisition and
information dissemination from real estate professionals to consumers. Other findings of this
study provided more information about consumers' private interests in public education, the
relevancy of well-funded schools to consumers in the homebuying process, and how real estate
professionals engage with public school information. 7able 7 summarizes key findings in
alignment with the research questions.

Reflection on the Dissertation Process
During the research process, I used reflectivity to check my bias as well as strategy to

contribute to the validity of this study. The dissertation process taught me that my problem of
practice was influenced by my prior experiences working in well-funded schools as a teacher. I
am a former licensed real estate agent, and have an understanding of fair housing laws. I did not
anticipate that the majority of my participants cited fair housing laws as reason for limited
information dissemination to consumers, and limited awareness of local school politics. After
this study I have a new appreciation for understanding the process. The scope of my study was
influenced by delimitations and limitations, and I did not get the results I was seeking, but |
uncovered unexpected implications from the marketization of 21st century education reform. I
am pleased I situated this research interpretive constructivist research epistemology and

inductive analysis procedures to let the findings emerge from the participants' experiences.
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Implications
Theoretical Implications
This study assumed consumers' access to public school information may influence their

decision making in their search for homes near well-funded schools. Economic theories on
information explain that “information search is a stage of the decision making process in which
consumers actively collect and utilize information from internal and/or external sources to make
better purchase decisions” (Chiang, n.d., para 6). This study was initiated to explore the
relationship between the governance of public school information and the homebuying process to
develop a theoretical explanation about the commodification of the public service of public
schooling.

A cyclical conceptual framework composed of four stages explained the theoretical
foundation from microeconomics to assume how the governance of public school information
created a market, which ultimately led to the commodification of public school information from
the private interests of real estate sales. The findings of the study confirmed that consumer
behavior based on the access of information can be better understood by applied economic
principles of consumer behavior theory, choice architecture theory, and asymmetries of
information. Choice architecture and asymmetries of information theories explain consumer’s
compromised choice influences their decision making.

The relevance of public school information relied heavily on contextual information such
as location, criteria for consumers' private interests, and interpretations of fair housing laws.
Phase three of the conceptual framework in Figure I explains the dissemination of information
influences consumers research based on applied behavioral economic theoretical frameworks.

The findings revealed a gap in stage three of the conceptual framework in how information is
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disseminated to consumers, which suggests principles of choice architecture and asymmetric
applied economics may help to explain consumers decision making from limited access to
information.
Practical Implications
Consumers Private Interests in Public Schools are Contextual

One of the research aims for this study was to explore where in the homebuying process
public school information was most impactful to consumers. The study assumed consumers'
private interests in the homebuying process was driven by proximity to well-funded schools,
instead the results suggest consumers' private interests are contextual and driven by social and
cultural factors. Private interests vary, but American culture touts home sales as one of the most
important economic decisions citizens make, and may continue to be a driver in how private
interests influence the ebb and flow of market demand. The relationship between consumer
decision making and the homebuying process may be further explored by a better understanding
of what public information sources in general intersect with the private interests of consumers.

The inquiries about public schools information did not align with the literature
supporting the research agenda and disproved common assumptions and word of mouth about
the influence of school quality on consumer behavior. Findings disproved that accountability
metrics are relevant to consumers. The existing literature was preoccupied with accountability
metrics and made an assumption about the level of understanding a typical consumer would have
about public schooling. School quality data does not explicitly provide context or information
about services that benefit the children of consumers. Participant responses were more aligned

with literature about school value. The literature explained school value advocates suggest there
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is no one factor that can accurately determine the effectiveness of K-12 schools. Instead, they
describe school effectiveness as a multi-faceted conversation and one that evolves with each
generation of students (Bradbury et al., 1998). The conversation between real estate
professionals and consumers evolved based on the context of private interests, and was not
inquired or understood in the context of value or quality. Instead information consumption and
dissemination was managed solely on variance of private interest. However, it’s still important to
acknowledge that often school quality and school value are conflated, but can have different
meanings depending on what information is accessible and available.

Additionally, this study assumed public schools were a private interest for most
consumers, however the findings suggested there were other public services such as urban
planning, transportation infrastructure, recreational facilities, healthcare, and law enforcement
that were prioritized over public schools from the perspective of real estate professionals (Indeed
Editorial Team, 2022). The social and cultural context of “homebuyers interest” was key to the
types of information requested. Inquiries about information for other public services such as
shopping, and recreation was more frequent than public school information. This finding
disproved results from a NAR 2014 study that buyers with and without children were invested in
the reputation of neighborhood schools because it directly affects a community’s vitality, and
property values (National Association of Realtors, 2014).

Sometimes public schools are a unique context for consumers, in that case they are driven
by proximity to programs and services. Consumers with children have private interests that are
motivated by services that benefit their children. School quality data does not explicitly provide

context or information about services that benefit the children of consumers. Participant
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responses were more aligned with literature about school value. The literature explained school
value advocates suggest there is no one factor that can accurately determine the effectiveness of
K-12 schools. Instead, they describe school effectiveness as a multi-faceted conversation and one
that evolves with each generation of students (Bradbury et al., 1998). The conversation between
real estate professionals and consumers evolved based on the context of private interests, and
was not inquired or understood in the context of value or quality. Instead information
consumption and dissemination was managed solely on variance of private interest. However,
it’s still important to acknowledge that often school quality and school value are conflated, but
can have different meanings depending on what information is accessible and available. Context
continues to be essential in the dissemination and understanding of information governance and
the implications for consumer behavior.
Real Estate Professionals and Fair Housing Laws

Another research aim of this study was to better understand the role of real estate
professionals in the dissemination of public school information to consumers in the homebuying
process. Participant responses redirected away from school boundaries because of the conflict of
interest with fair housing laws. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (2023)
explained “the Fair Housing Act prohibits discrimination in housing because of race, color,
religion, sex (including gender identity and sexual orientation), disability, familial status, or
national origin” (para 2). Public schools are not explicitly named as one of the main provisions,
however Winslow (2019) suggested, “discussing school quality can become a proxy for talking

about a community’s makeup” (para 5). Maria Brito with Home by School (2023) explained:
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Offering advice on the school, neighborhood, zip code, or city, would constitute

‘steering’. And steering is illegal. Therefore, we don’t offer advice as to which school, or

school boundary (or zip code or city) is best suited to a specific person (para 9).

The findings of this suggest a key distinction between advice and information. Brito (2023)
continued, “what we do is simply organize the information (which is publicly available on other
venues) and encourage every person to select their home based on their particular criteria” (para
10). Participants confused dissemination of information with providing advice versus providing
information in their understanding of fair housing laws.

The study did not anticipate the varied interpretation of fair housing laws. REALTORS®
were more comfortable in their interpretation of fair housing laws and focused more on objective
resources to support consumers in their search and make informed decisions (National
Association of Realtors, 2014). Participants that were REALTORS® better discerned the
complexity of online information and lack of data to support objectivity and the potential of
connecting racial housing patterns with school ratings (Yoshinaga & Kamenetz, 2016). The
literature explains, “current fair housing laws focus liability on the people who are selling
housing: the landlords and the real estate agents. But online platforms put information directly in
the hands of consumers, so their liability is less clear” (Yoshinaga & Kamenetz, 2016, para 30).

The findings did reveal that real estate professionals are transparent and explicit in
explaining to consumers that school boundaries frequently change and to not base decisions on
them. This is important information that needs to be shared and discussed during the process for
school boundary reviews. Homeowners often have weaponized misinformation about boundary
changes. Collectively the findings and the literature suggest a relationship between race,

ethnicity, and socioeconomic status with school accountability data, which may invite a modern
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version of digital steering that has not been addressed. Lastly, findings about what consumers
prioritize in the home search when it comes to public schools is insightful information for local
school sites, and school districts to know to enhance two way communication, and family
engagement. The literature suggests accountability metrics are most influential, but the findings
of this study suggests consumers want to know more about programs and services available to
accommodate private interests.

Governance of Public Schools Information

Another aim of this study was to better understand the content of public school
information published. The study was not able to perform a website content analysis, but
participant responses did provide more information about the type of information consumers may
want to acquire, and the platforms real estate professionals use to disseminate information to
consumers. Economic reasoning suggests consumers' access to information influences their
decision making. Educators and education agencies have access to public school information that
is not readily available that may influence their decision making. The current governance of
public school information centers school quality accountability metrics that do not provide the
full context of individual school experiences.

The findings of this study suggest consumers want more information about programs and
services, rather than performance assessment accountability metrics. Federal and state
departments, as well as local education agencies can regulate public school information
governance policies to expand access to more comprehensive public school information for
better informed consumer choice. Additionally, these findings still suggest an exploration of

information governance of public services beyond public education services to evaluate if
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information assets are available to those who need it, ensure compliance, and be more agile in
response to a changing marketplace (Robinson & Cole, 2022). These findings support the
intention of this study to better understand consumers' private interests, the private interests just
didn’t corroborate with the literature.

Digital Steering and Search Engine Algorithms

A final research aim for this study was the pursuit of clarity on the objectivity of the
available published public school information. Real estate professionals and education
consumers need access to objective information about public schools to comply with fair housing
laws, and to satisfy consumers' private interests. Referring consumers to search engines may
technically adhere to fair housing laws, but it doesn’t adhere to the responsibility of real estate
professional standards. Findings support the literature that there is a plethora of sources online
purport to be the primary source for school information (Debord, 2014). Additionally, the
literature affirmed there are numerous onlines resources available for homebuyers that can
provide feedback about public school systems in their neighborhoods (Own it Detroit, 2022).

The study did not anticipate the reliance and convenience of online information, nor the
nuance of reliable information over objective information. Experts in fair housing law did not see
an issue with information online and referred to it as neutral, and suggested “that any homebuyer
could easily access the same information about schools through other public sources, like local
government websites” (Yoshinaga & Kamenetz, 2016). A further investigation of the literature
would need to review if there are mechanisms available in the publication of information online,

or user design and user experience that communicates objectivity to the consumer.
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A review of the literature also could not clarify if reliability and objectivity are similar.
Merriam Webster (2023) defined objective information as “expressing or dealing with facts or
conditions as perceived without distortion by personal feelings, prejudices, or interpretations”
(para 1). Whereas Stevenson University (2023) defined reliable information as a dependable
source that “provides a thorough, well-reasoned theory, argument, etc. based on strong evidence”
(para 2). Both definitions could adhere to fair housing laws and professional standards for real
estate professionals. It is still unclear what sources of information real estate professionals
provide to consumers because of the reliance on online platforms. It is also unclear if consumers
actually have access to objective information, even though NAR insists real estate professionals
should prioritize objectivity when providing resources (National Association of Realtors, 2014,
para 9).

Real estate professionals should have vetted sources that have been evaluated for
objectivity that will help consumers determine their criteria for the homebuying process.
Participants relied on Google in particular as a source of objective information. A deep dive into
Google search engine results of public school information was out of scope for this study, but
does raise concern for the over reliance of search engine results for information. A quick search
of keywords “public schools near me” generated top search results from third party sites. How do
search engine algorithms decide search engine results, and how do these algorithms adhere to
steering and discrimination protections in fair housing laws and civil rights legislation? Search
engine results “digitally steer” consumers. How might regulatory policies protect digital steering
of information for public services, such as public schools? Digital steering is a phenomenon with

significant social implications for all consumers and stakeholders, and is worthy of further study.
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There is a responsibility associated with information that represents public services, especially if
the information influences the market. Regulatory boards and agencies are the key stakeholders
of better understanding the impact of the governance of public information, and create policies
and structures for accountability for consumer safety.

Future Research Implications
The results of this study suggest further research in a few areas. An opportunity for future

research may begin with an extension of this study on consumer private interests in public
schools during the homebuying process. A larger sample size, expansion of participants to
include consumers and public educators, as well as extending data collection to surveys is a next
step. Another area for further research is to explore the role of search engine algorithms and
search engines on consumer information acquisition of public school information. A final area
for further research is conducting website content analysis to review available online public
school content and better understand how to improve the governance of public school
information driven by marketized education reform.

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Study
This study was exploratory in nature, and that is why case study was selected for the

research design. Changes happened during the thematic analysis of this study that redirected the
focus of the research questions and data collection, but did not change the problem statement.
The governance of public information has economic implications, and it is a phenomenon that
needs further study. Strengths of this study were the data collection method, research design, and
the methodology. Semi-structured interviews were the sole data collection method. This
approach to data collection was a strength because there wasn’t any prior data available for this

specific focus, and the principal investigator had an opportunity to prepare an interview protocol
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with guided questions, but opportunities to modify questions in real time in response to
participants. The interviews provided narrative authentic responses that could inform the
direction of further study. Another strength was the single case study research design. This
approach is ideal for exploratory problems and smaller data sets. A final strength of this study
was applying a qualitative methodology.

Weaknesses of this study were limited data sources, and the sample size. The data sources
were initially semi-structured interview transcripts, and a website content analysis. The results of
thematic analysis revealed there wasn’t enough data for a theoretical sample to pursue additional
data collection. This limited the amount of data to analyze, and did not provide the data to
answer all the research questions, so the study was modified. Another weakness to this study was
the sample size. A purposive sampling technique created a sample size of seven participants. The
sampling technique and the size of the sample keeps this research strictly exploratory, and results
were not generalizable.

Recommendations for Future Research and Practice

Recommendation for Future Research
The results of this study suggest inquiry and dissemination of public school information

is motivated by consumers' private interests during the homebuying process. There is a body of
literature that suggests consumer’s private interests in public schooling creates a market demand
for public schooling that is consumed through real estate sales. A reflection of the results of this
study and the literature suggests six recommendations for real estate professionals and school
districts to better understand and accommodate consumers, and two recommendations for

governance of public school information.
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Recommendations for Real Estate Professionals

Real estate professionals need to take more accountability for the dissemination of
objective information to consumers. A majority of the participants in the study dissociated
with intention curation of objective consumer resources about public schools, citing their
individual and varied interpretations of fair housing laws and professionalism standards. In 2014,
NARs published how real estate professionals should interpret fair housing, so real estate
professionals interpretations of fair housing should be consistent with their professional board.
Real estate professionals often replaced the word “objective” with “reliable,”which may
jeopardize access to information to consumers. An increased accountability for the curation of
objective information will adhere to fair housing laws and professional standards. Simply telling
consumers to “Google”, directing them to social media, or suggesting word of mouth does not
provide objective information. Real estate professionals may provide professional learning
opportunities and position statements on objective public school information sources to support
the private interests of consumers during the homebuying process.

The National Association of REALTORS® needs to review their public position and
interpretation of fair housing laws for the dissemination of information about public
schools. NAR was cited through the literature as the voice of real estate professionals for
positions and interpretations of fair housing laws. NARs has not updated their stance or
interpretations of fair housing laws since 2014. There may have been amendments or other
contextual factors that impact how real estate professionals interpret laws. The rise in access to

information to consumers and the influence of social media or contextual factors to motivate



119

NAR to review provide guidance to real estate professionals that stays aligned to fair housing
laws and professional standards.

Real estate professionals should be knowledgeable of the education programs and
services offered at the public schools in their sales area. Many real estate professionals were
disengaged with the public schools in their sales community. Interview data suggested
consumers who had a private interest in public schools wanted to know more about programs
and services offered at neighborhood schools. The programs and services offered at an individual
public school is objective factual information that is typically published on the schools’ website
or on the school district’s website. A better understanding of essential programs to consumer
private interest such as special education services, occupational therapy, and gifted programming
may assist real estate professionals better support consumers with their criteria for the
homebuying process.

Recommendations for School Districts and Local School Sites

Individual public schools should proactively market education programs and
services available at their local sites. Although public school employees were not participants
in the study, findings from the interview data of real estate professionals suggest opportunities
for local public school sites to better understand consumer behavior. Consumers who have
private interests in public schools want to know more about education programs and services.
Schools should proactively market programs and services for transparency, community
engagement, and customer service. Education reform drives many of the programmatic decisions
at school, and the increased access to public school information including accountability metrics

was an implication of education reform that renders a plan of action.
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Individual public schools should pursue and foster mutually beneficial partnerships
with real estate professionals. Local school sites typically have plans for external stakeholder
engagement that includes families, community members, professional organizations, affinity
groups, local businesses, and related groups. Real estate professionals may be a stakeholder that
local schools may not have accessed, and there is potential to better understand the community
and consumer behavior from the relationships and experiences of real estate professionals.

School districts and individual public schools should proactively manage published
school data. Accountability metrics have controlled the narrative for school districts and local
school cites since the inception of No Child Left Behind. Some schools have favorable
accountability metrics, so the accountability data story may be representative of the school
community. Schools that have complex or unfavorable accountability data should be proactively
in marketing and communications to own or change the data story of their schools. What other
data exists beyond accountability metrics can be published? What are stories that can be told
about your school site that celebrates students identity and achievement that can balance
quantitative data accountability metrics with qualitative measures?

Professional applications for educators is to understand the marketization of education
reform policy that has shifted the purpose of public education for some of their stakeholders.
This is an opportunity for educators to adapt to consumption of public education and engage
consumers based on private interests. A start is to understand the governance of public school
information through the context of economic reasoning. The Iceberg of Public School
Information in Figure 3 illustrates the complexity of information governance for public schools.

Figure 3
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The Iceberg of Public School Information

@aliciahunterconsults
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Local education agencies can initiate regulatory efforts to improve access to public
school information. The tip of the iceberg illustrates public school information that is commonly
published on state and third party websites based on quantitative data measures such as school
quality, demographics, per pupil expenditure, and enrollment. Available school quality data
usually includes accountability measures of student learning of core academic content, including
test scores, graduation rates, attendance and accredidation. Published demographics data includes
racial and ethnic groups, students with disabilities, economically disadvantaged and English
Language Learners in an individual school or district. Per pupil expenditure and enrollment data
that is commonly published provides transparency about the number of students attending a
school or school district and the public funds to provide instruction, student support services,

administration and operations.
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Deeper layers of the iceberg illustrate information that also provides information about
public schools that isn’t always collected, monitored, published and is commonly qualitative and
anecdotal in nature. The school boundary attendance zone is the divide between surface and
deeper layers of information. Once the boundary zone is assigned, the deeper information about
public schools takes shape. The closer to the surface of the iceberg the more accessible the data
is to find. Data is commonly published about schools’ programs and services, local public school
funds, and school culture and climate. This data is not as readily available, and it can still be
quantitative in nature. Public school information that is not readily available, published or
collected may still deeply influence consumer behavior including word of mouth, search engine
algorithm bias, private interest, education reform, and resegregation.

Recommendations for Homebuyers

Consumers need to do their homework about public schools. The results of this study
suggests consumers who are education consumers planning to participate in the homebuying
process must access their private interests and needs, and do their own research. Real estate
professionals are bound by their interpretations for fair housing laws in how they disseminate
information to consumers, and consumers' individual social and cultural context are too vast for
real estate professionals to have objective sources readily available for their needs. Schools are
still trying to figure out how to market and make their programs and services visible, and utility
maximization of consumer behavior explains why individuals make decisions based on products
and services that provide a maximum benefit (Liberto, 2023). Consumer demand generated from
consumer research will not only support informed decision making, but also encourage schools

to adapt to meet their needs.
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Recommendations for Future Practice
Amend Fair Housing Laws for Search Engine Algorithm Digital Steering

A first recommendation for future practice is amendment of fair housing laws to disrupt
emerging digital steering from online algorithms. The literature and results of this study raises
caution to the reliance of third party sites for public school information. Real estate professionals
rely on search engines to provide information to consumers. A search of common terms such as
“public schools near me” in Google, the most cited search engine in the study, generates top
results from third party sites. It is unclear how the algorithms sort top results. It is also unclear
how third party sites ensure the reliability and validity of information published, and the effect of
user design and user experience on the consumption of public school information. There is a
legal gray area in fair housing law about the access and presentation of information online, and
potential to steer consumers digitally. Future practice needs to further understand how online
resources may potentially steer consumers and perpetuate the same racism from dialogue
decades before.
Evaluate the Current State of the Governance of Public School Information

Another recommendation for future practice is federal and state regulatory education
agencies evaluation of the current state of public school information governance. Education
reform efforts of the 90’s and 2000’s prioritized access to public school information for
transparency and accountability. Although the sovereignty of education is a state right, the
department of education influences state governance through access to federal funding. The U.S.
Department of Education has set a precedent of how public school information is governed,

which is heavily quantitative in nature. Federal and state departments of education need to
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consider evaluating the current state of how they govern public school information. They should

consider the current state, implications of what data is presented, how it's presented, and why and
be responsive to consumers' private interests about public schools, which the results of this study
suggests is more focused on programs and services than accountability measures.

Reflections on the Problem Space
The intent of this exploratory study sought to interrogate the evolution of the two key

American cultural beliefs and values - pursuit of an education and homeownership. The
progression of modern society continues to redirect and reinvent pathways to these cultural
achievements. Marketized twenty-first century school reform has transformed how stakeholders
of public education and the general public understand the role of public education in the United
States, and the access to information through technological advancement has transformed
consumer behavior. This study assumed through research of the literature that consumers are
becoming increasingly aware of the potential economic benefits of public schooling to their
children's future, treating neighborhood schools as a consumer product - to invest, buy, and sell
through real estate transactions (Bradford, 2014).

Literature about the homebuying process suggested consumers and real estate
professionals relied on published information about public schools to support decision making,
impacting consumer behavior. This study sought to explore if there was a relationship between
the governance of public school information and consumer behavior in the early stages of the
homebuying process to potentially develop a theoretical explanation of this phenomenon. The
results of the study and the literature on applied economic principles confirmed there is
connection between consumer access to public information and consumer behavior, and access to

public school information during the homebuying process relied heavily on contextual
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information such as location, criteria for consumers’ private interests, and interpretation of fair
housing laws by real estate professionals. The results of this study still yield professional
applications for real estate professionals and educators, as well as policy implications for public
school information governance in education reform and raise awareness about digital steering by
search engine algorithms. Opportunities for further research suggest an exploration of a “return
on information” and include investigation on the following three areas: public school information
sources available to consumers online, available public school content published online, and the

relationship between search engine algorithms and information acquisition online.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Recruitment Oral Script

<<Date>>

<<Name of potential participant>>
<<Address>>
<<City, State, Zip>>

Re: Lorton Real Estate Professionals Needed for a Study- Neighborhood Public School
Performance and the Real Estate Sales Process

Dear <<insert name>>:

I am writing to let you know about an opportunity to participate in a research study about
the influence of public school accountability metrics on the real estate sales process in
Lorton, VA. This study is being conducted by Alicia Hunter, a doctoral student at
Marymount University in Arlington, VA. This case study will explore licensed real estate
professionals (brokers, residential real estate agents, commercial real estate agents,
appraisers, property managers, and counselors) perception of public school performance
when public schools are marketed as neighborhood amenities in the real estate sales
process. This case study will focus specifically on the real estate sales process in Lorton,
VA with K-12 schools in the same or neighboring zip codes with conflicting low and high
performance metrics.

The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the relationship between school
reputation developed by federal accountability metrics and the real estate sales process for
internal and external public school stakeholders in Fairfax County, Virginia. The study will
explore real estate professionals' perception of the reputation of neighborhood public
schools in their market and the implications of public school reputation in the real estate
sales process. Results of this study can be used to strengthen collaboration between real
estate professionals and neighborhood public schools to better communicate education
programming, and services beyond performance metrics, and elevate the neighborhood
public school as a community hub and amenity, which may potentially have a positive
correlation to home values, student achievement, and related student outcomes.
Additionally, outcomes of this study may support high profile community dialogue about
attendance boundaries and redistricting in Lorton.
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I am contacting you for this study from your affiliation or membership with the National
Realtors Association, affiliation with a brokerage, or from open listings of properties in
Lorton, VA.

Agreement to be contacted or a request for more information does not obligate you to
participate in any study.

If you would like additional information about this study, please contact Alicia Hunter at

ash5885@marymount.edu.

Thank you again for considering this research opportunity.
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Appendix B: Email Introductory Letter

<<Date>>

<<Name of potential participant>>
<<Address>>
<<City, State, Zip>>

Re: Lorton Real Estate Professionals Needed for a Study- Neighborhood Public School
Performance and the Real Estate Sales Process

Dear <<insert name>>:

I am writing to confirm your participation in a research study about the influence of public
school accountability metrics on the real estate sales process in Lorton, VA. This study is
being conducted by Alicia Hunter, a doctoral student at Marymount University in
Arlington, VA. This case study will explore licensed real estate professionals (brokers,
residential real estate agents, commercial real estate agents, appraisers, property managers,
and counselors) perception of public school performance when public schools are
marketed as neighborhood amenities in the real estate sales process. This case study will
focus specifically on the real estate sales process in Lorton, VA with K-12 schools in the
same or neighboring zip codes with conflicting low and high performance metrics.

The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the relationship between school
reputation developed by federal accountability metrics and the real estate sales process for
internal and external public school stakeholders in Fairfax County, Virginia. The study will
explore real estate professionals' perception of the reputation of neighborhood public
schools in their market and the implications of public school reputation in the real estate
sales process. Results of this study can be used to strengthen collaboration between real
estate professionals and neighborhood public schools to better communicate education
programming, and services beyond performance metrics, and elevate the neighborhood
public school as a community hub and amenity, which may potentially have a positive
correlation to home values, student achievement, and related student outcomes.
Additionally, outcomes of this study may support high profile community dialogue about
attendance boundaries and redistricting in Lorton.
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Agreement to be contacted or a request for more information does not obligate you to
participate in any study.

If you would like additional information about this study, please contact Alicia Hunter at
ash5885@marymount.edu.

Thank you again for considering this research opportunity.
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol

Interview Protocol for Semi-Structured Interviews
Real Estate Professionals Lorton, Virginia

Date:

Respondent Name:

Type of Real Estate Professional:

Zip Codes Represented:

Zoned Schools:

Hi, my name is Alicia Hunter and I am the principal investigator for a study titled The
Economics of Schools and the Homebuyer Decision. A Case Study on how Real Estate
Professionals Provide Information about Schools in Boundary Battlefields. This study is
sponsored by Marymount University in Arlington, Virginia. This case study will explore the
relationship between the governance of public school information and the homebuying process to
develop a theoretical explanation of this relationship to real estate professionals and the
homebuyer decision making process.

You will participate in a 45 minute interview to provide data that will help this study better
understand consumer inquiries about schools during the homebuying process, how real estate
professionals engage with information and information systems about public school quality, and
how real estate professionals disseminate information about neighborhood schools to
homebuyers.

Results of this study can be used to help real estate professionals provide objective information
that includes qualitative and quantitative data about schools to homebuyers that extends beyond
school quality in alignment with the Fair Housing Act. Additionally, outcomes of this study may
support partnerships between real estate professionals and neighborhood schools to better
communicate objective information about education services and student experiences available
to homebuyers.

Today’s proceedings will be audio and videotaped. The recordings will be used for research
purposes only and will not be used publicly. Anything you tell us will be kept in confidence
unless you give us permission to share the information.
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Do you have any questions, comments or concerns before we begin?

Questions:

Probes:

Real Estate Professional Background and Experience

Q1:Tell me about your
experience as a real estate
professional in the Lorton
community.

Are you a buying agent or selling agent?

What is the range of home values high, low, and
median?

Are you a member of NAR?

What are challenges and assets to selling real
estate in the Lorton community?

Which zip codes/neighborhoods do you
represent?

Community/Neighborhood Overview

Q2: I have heard there has been e Which zip codes/neighborhoods are most
contention around the rezoning impacted?
of attendary boundaries in e Who seems to be more invested in the attendance
Lorton. What is the current zone dialogue, sellers or buyers?
state? e Are you invited to community discussions?
e Do you have a relationship with any of the
May want to state: Tell me schools under boundary review?
about any contention around e Are there facts about consumer/homebuyer
rezoning of school attendance concerns or is it word of mouth?
boundaries. e Do buyers and sellers attempt to negotiate home
value based on school attendance zones?
e Any stakeholders absent from the dialogue?
e How do most consumers even know about the
boundary review?
Homebuyer Inquiries about Schools
Q3: What are common e Do you receive more inquiries from homebuyers
homebuyer inquiries about that are seeking homes in neighborhoods under
neighborhood schools boundary review?
(academics, safety, athletics, e (onsider: Do families request to look only at
school quality, teacher homes within specific school boundary areas?
credentials, etc)? What do they Tell me about their inquiries.
want to know? e Are consumers asking you about specific data
points or where to find more information?
e What school level (high, middle, elementary) has
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the most or least inquiries?

What is the profile of the homebuyers? First
time? Investors?

If you have experience in other markets, or the
school inquiries unique to this area?

Do consumers without children show interest in
local schools?

Do you think the emergence of SOLs increased
interest?

Consider: What kind of information do families use to
determine school quality?

Q4: How influential do you
think the neighborhood school is
in the homebuying process?

Does it impact the selling experience more than
the buying experience?

Are there other neighborhood amenities that may
be more influential?

Homebuying Process and Neighborhood School

Q5: When is the best time in the e How is that communicated?

homebuying process for e Have you known a school’s published data to be
consumers to research a deal breaker or an incentive to make an offer?
neighborhood schools?

Q6: What guidance does real e How is that communicated?

estate professionals provide? e (Could this process be improved?

Objective Public School Informa

tion Sources

Q7: What information sources
do you provide to homebuyers
for consumer research about
schools?

Are there sources that are more credible in the
industry?

Are there sources consumers seem to really
value?

If your company has a database, where is the
data being pulled?

Do you think the data is objective?

If you could give feedback on the available data,
what would you suggest?

This study has an additional opportunity to hear your thoughts and opinions. Join all real estate
professionals who participated in the study in a 60 minute focus group via virtual conference to
discuss themes, key points, and make recommendations about expanding objective information
about public schools to homebuyers.



140

If you would like additional information about participating in the focus group or for all other
questions, you can complete written consent now. If you need more time to think about, please
forward your interest to Alicia Hunter at ash5885@marymount.edu.

If you are interested in receiving more information regarding the results of this study, or would
like a summary of the results, please provide your email address, and when the study is
completed, anticipated by July 2023, I will send you the information. In the meantime, if you
have any questions about the study, please do not hesitate to contact me by email as noted below.

Thank you again for participating in this research opportunity.
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The actual appendix material might be placed on a new page like this one if it will not fit
on the previous page with the appendix title. If a glossary is included, it should be the final

appendix.



142

Appendix D: Participant Thank You Letter Script

<<Date>>

<<Name of potential participant>>
<<Address>>
<<City, State, Zip>>

Re: Lorton Real Estate Professionals Needed for a Study- Homebuying Process in
Neighborhoods with School Attendance Zone Conflict

Dear <<insert name>>:

I would like to thank you for your participation in this study. As a reminder, the purpose of this
study is to identify common homebuyer inquiries about schools to real estate professionals in
Lorton neighborhoods experiencing school attendance zone changes, and document which
information sources Lorton real estate professionals use to communicate objective information
about schools to homebuyers in these specific communities.

The data collected during interviews will contribute to a better understanding of how real estate
professionals engage with information and information systems about public school quality, to
potentially improve support for homebuyer decision making in neighborhoods vulnerable to
shifting school attendance zones.

If you are interested in receiving more information regarding the results of this study, or would
like a summary of the results, please provide your email address, and when the study is
completed, anticipated by July 2023, I will send you the information. In the meantime, if you
have any questions about the study, please do not hesitate to contact me by email as noted below.

We Want to Hear More from You!

This study has an additional opportunity to hear your thoughts and opinions. Join all real estate
professionals who participated in the study in a 60 minute focus group via virtual conference to
discuss themes, key points, and make recommendations about expanding objective information
about public schools to homebuyers.
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If you would like additional information about participating in the focus group or for all other
questions, please contact Alicia Hunter at ash5885@marymount.edu.

Thank you again for participating in this research opportunity.
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Appendix E: Sample Interview Transcript

Participant 1: I can't give you an example, but I do understand how that could be a frustration
for someone because, just like I said, this is for a million dollar home, and these are two different

communities. Again, based on people's opinions that one is better than the other. And the
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Alicia Hunter: When it comes to listing homes and selling homes, who is it more important to
as far as schools? Is it more important to the buyer or the seller, or both?

Participant 1:/It's more important to the buyer
Alicia Hunter: Okay.
Participant 1: ...  would think. Alicia Hunter: Okay.

Participant 1: I mean, the seller's moving, so for whatever reason, they're not going to be there.
Usually, the buyer is aware.

Alicia Hunter: Well, pricing maybe. Doesn't it impact the pricing, or comps, or anything like
that? Is that ever factored in?
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Participant 1: I don't think I ever necessarily was pricing a house and was like, "Hey, you're

Alicia Hunter: Got it.
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