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Abstract 

  

 Inequities in education have long been the driving force behind school reform 

movements. In efforts to desegregate schools and offer more equitable education 

opportunities, more privatized and marketized school systems have emerged.  This 

movement has been referred to as neoliberalism. This term encompasses the 

individual’s right to make school selections based on their personal preferences or 

desires.  Current school choice research suggests parents seek schools with better 

resources or curriculum, desire the social connections certain schools can offer them, or 

select schools based on right fit for their families. Neoliberals argue that schools will be 

reformed or transformed as a result of changing to meet the needs of their customers. 

They believe competitive school markets will lead to better education systems.  

However, outcomes of choice movements have been inconsistent and have not 

demonstrated that choice has impacted achievement or addressed educational 

disparities.  Some argue that it has further segregated schools and has led to greater 

inequities, particularly for minority or disadvantaged students.  Furthermore, the 

research suggests that access may be facilitated or hindered by an individual’s cultural 

or social capital. Conversely, the research on student mobility suggests that minority 

and disadvantaged student populations are often highly mobile students.  Frequent 

school moves for these student groups are detrimental to their academic success and 

can affect their school experience on multiple levels. The result is two opposing views 

on how to best ensure student achievement. One view encourages movement, the other 

does not. This study examined the use of open-enrollment in highly-mobile, high poverty 

schools.  The findings suggest that a connection between student mobility and use of 

open-enrollment exists.  Additionally, the findings revealed that barriers continue to 

hinder true choice access and motivations for school choice differs in parents at high-

poverty, high-mobility schools. The parents in this study did not exercise choice to 

improve academic outcomes. This is counter to the intent of school choice.  Factors 

such as safety, happiness and relationships were more valued and sought.  Moreover, 

school movement was often prompted by negative events resulting in situational 

movement.  In these instances, open enrollment was utilized to facilitate a reactionary 

response instead of being utilized to improve achievement outcomes.  Based on the 

results of this study, an evaluation of current school choice practices, legislation and 

funding may be necessary to ensure the future success of students when exercising 

choice opportunities.  

 

Keywords: reform, neoliberalism, neoliberals, privatization, marketization, mobility  
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Chapter I 

Statement of the Problem 

Introduction 

 The idea of school choice and educational markets has gained increased 

popularity in recent times, and has become more prevalent over the past 50 years 

(Adnett & Davis, 1999). Historically, choice opportunities have included magnet, focus, 

and charter schools, as well as access to other types of schools (e.g. private and 

alternative).  These opportunities have been available through application and voucher 

systems, dating back to the 1930’s, when such endeavors were promulgated as efforts 

to improve inequities in education (Chapman & Atrop-Gonzalez, 2011; Fox, 1966). This 

has been a recurring theme in educational debates that have been addressed 

repeatedly through various policies and court decisions for decades (A Nation at Risk, 

1983; Brown v Board of Education, 1954; Coleman Report, 1966; ESEA, 1965; ESSA, 

2015; NCLB, 2001). The inequities highlighted through these arguments have 

repeatedly drawn attention to the quality of public schooling and structures of public 

educational organizations.  The dialogs look at the depths and pervasiveness of 

inequity, particularly when comparing schools in neighborhoods of varying socio-

economic and racial demographics.  These comparisons have brought attention 

primarily to the lack of academic achievement among poor and minority children, and is 

often referred to as the student “achievement gap.”  Lack of achievement is not the only 

issue, but rather a product of a multitude of educational disparities and equality 

challenges that result in barriers to learning.   

A voice often associated in educational inequality arguments is Gloria Ladson-

Billings.  In her 2006 Presidential Address at the American Educational Research 
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Association (AERA), Ladson-Billings summarized key points of educational inequality 

such as those related to funding allocations and resources (physical and monetary), and 

access to programs and curriculum (enrollment).  She also presented examples of racial 

segregation and brought to light a focus on the socio/cultural histories and realities of 

marginalized students. She further illustrated how these socio/cultural factors impact 

learning. Using Brown v. Board of Education (1954), as one example of reform efforts, 

Ladson-Billings (2004) questioned if the implementation of this particular legislation 

have been effective or misguided.   Meaning that although actions may be focused on 

correcting inequality, the outcomes and implementation may not have resulted in the 

intent of the efforts.  Her address and work has captured concerns that have been 

echoed by others for years, yet the problems persist today. 

As mentioned previously, the solution to the problems plaguing public education 

has often focused primarily on the movement of students via educational choice as a 

way to level the playing field and desegregate schools.  The faith in this solution, 

educational markets, has been so widely accepted that “choice” opportunities have been 

appearing more frequently in current educational policy and law at the federal, state, 

and district levels (Jabbar, 2015; Koyama and Kania, 2016).  Proponents of choice, are 

often called neo-liberalists.  This is a label from the economic field dating back to the 

1940’s, and has since been used to describe those who embrace the neoliberal ideology 

of choice and competition (Monbiot, 2016). Neo-liberals feel that choice empowers 

parents to make educational decisions for their children.  They further argue that choice 

results in better schools since competition for students create market pressures and 

change (Apple, 2004 & 2009; Blum & Ullman, 2012; English, 2009).  Adding to this 
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argument is a study on the impact of open-enrollment in Chicago public schools, in 

which Cullen, Jacob, and Levitt (2005) asserted that: 

The current leading elementary and secondary education reform proposals 
involve introducing accountability through forms of market-based competition and 
expanded parental choice. Proponents claim that increased choice will force the 
current system of local monopolies to become more responsive and efficient (p. 
729).  
 

Despite claims of improved schools, school choice has at the very least maintained 

inequity.  Some argue that it has had the effect of further racially concentrating schools, 

while also creating unfavorable conditions such as: drops in enrollment, declined 

funding, and drops in test scores at the schools where students exit from (Smith, 1994).  

Critics of school choice have also questioned the notion of access when examining 

perceived enrollment access and choice opportunities versus true access and entry 

(Adnett & Davies, 1999; Lee, Croninger, & Smith, 1994). Since the ability to enter and 

exit schools freely is often impeded, and parents may not have the ability to navigate 

choice options (André-Bechely, 2005, 2007, 2010).  In short, choice options have failed 

to achieve the goals that proponents claimed they would address.  

Scholars have argued that choice has not only failed to improve educational 

inequities and segregation, but has contributed to disparities. For example, scholars 

have shown that increased mobility is associated with lower academic progress for at-

risk student populations (Engec, 2006; Isernhagen & Bulkin, 2011; Kebrow et al., 2003; 

Temple & Reynold, 1999). As such, choice may be derailing school reforms aimed at 

reducing achievement disparities.  In fact, non-promotional student mobility1 and non-

geographic are often associated with lower academic performance of students at all 

                                                           
1 Non-promotional student mobility are enrollment changes not created by promotion from elementary to middle 

school, or middle to high school levels. 
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levels, more retentions, higher drop-out rates, suspensions and disengagement of 

students with school (Gasper, Deluca, & Estacion, 2012; Isernhagen & Bulkin, 2011; 

Rumberger, 2003; South, Haynie, & Bose, 2007).  These findings speak to the 

socio/cultural/emotional aspects of mobility where students experience a loss of 

relationships, connections and trust with the school community, resulting in low self-

esteem and disengagement behaviors (Fong, Bae, & Huang, 2010).  It is no coincidence 

that high mobility patterns are associated with children of poverty, minority, migrant, or 

English-language learner populations, and children who live in inner-city or urban areas 

(Engec, 2006; Fong, Bae, & Huang, 2010; Temple & Reynolds, 1999).   When one 

considers reform and improving educational conditions for each child, there appear to 

be two mechanism at play, working against one another.  The first keeping students in 

one place (decreasing non-essential mobility). While the other encourages and enables 

mobility to occur (school choice). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to examine the mobility patterns of student 

populations exercising open-enrollment for school choice.  The study encompasses a 

set of Arizona public elementary schools located in different geographic locations across 

one school district.  These schools receive school-wide Title I grant funding, have high 

mobility rates of 40% and above.  The schools are located in close geographical 

proximity to one another, forming clusters of similar profile schools.  Arizona enrollment 

data (Fong, Bae, & Huang, 2010) reflects that most schools/ districts do not generally 

report student entry/exit behaviors, therefore it is unknown where students go when 

exercising open-enrollment options away from their home school (traditional geographic 

boundary school).  Typically, enrollment data is tracked quantitatively by numbers of 
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incoming and outgoing students (enrollment trends) at a particular school. Student 

movement is not monitored for patterns of where students go and how the receiving 

schools compare to the home school.  Additionally, extant literature on school choice 

and mobility have not included research focused on the enrollment behaviors of 

students/families associated with multiple entries/exits at same school or groups of 

schools. Specifically, there is a gap in the research related to tracking where students 

move to when changing schools and identifying enrollment patterns or trends in their 

mobility.  Additionally, there is scant research related to how families of poverty exercise 

school choice.  This study has attempted to identify any connections between mobility 

and open-enrollment patterns at the elementary school level, and attempted to explain 

what factors contribute to parents’ utilization of open-enrollment opportunities at Title I 

schools. 

The following research questions were used to guide my research and analysis 

when examining the mobility patterns and open-enrollment usage of the participants in 

my study.    

1. What prompts families in high poverty schools to use open enrollment policies 
and with what frequency? 
 

2. What characteristics of a school (e.g. curriculum, programs, test scores, staff 

interactions, parent involvement, discipline, etc.) are these families looking for 

when selecting a school other than their home school? 

 

3. What is the geographic distance between new school selections and the home 

school, and what role does distance from the home school to new school play if 

any?   

 

  

In the following chapters, I will review the relevant literature related to school 

reform, policy and legislation, and extant literature on school choice, and mobility.  I will 
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also summarize the theoretical research applicable to my study. This research includes 

a description and summary of neoliberalism and social capital.  In the succeeding 

chapters, I will also describe my methodology, analyze the data from the qualitative 

interviews in my study, and present the results of this analysis. I will conclude the study 

with a detailed summary and discussion.   
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Chapter II 

Review of Related Literature and Research 

Introduction 

As presented in chapter one, my research has been centered on identifying and 

explaining any connections between two competing ideas in research, both targeting 

improvement of educational outcomes for children.  On one hand, there is school 

choice, an idea supported through reform initiatives and policy.  School choice is 

premised on the notion that choice opportunities improve the quality of programs and 

that by having choice, individuals are empowered to make the best selection for their 

educational program.   Conversely, the literature illustrates negative consequences 

associated with frequent school mobility. Paradoxically, the outcomes of frequent school 

mobility are not present in the arguments of those in favor of choice reform movements. 

This study focuses on the broader implications of choice movements and the interplay 

with mobility.  Namely, I will neither be focusing on the impact of school choice as 

evidenced by achievement results of these movements. Nor will I be looking at the 

results of any organizational transformation efforts at any level. Instead, I will be looking 

at school choice as a mechanism.  Whether choice results in better educational 

opportunities as defined by the participants. In this chapter, I will describe the competing 

notions of school choice and mobility by summarizing key literature surrounding these 

themes.  To contextualize the background for my study, I will first provide a brief 

historical summary of both compulsory education in America and reform policies and 

legislation of choice movements. I will define neoliberalism in relation to educational 

markets more thoroughly to provide a context for school choice, before detailing the 
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extant literature on school mobility.  The chapter concludes with social capital theory 

and its role in both the choice and mobility literature.   

History of Public Schooling and Reform  

Movements to reform public schools date back to their inception in the mid 

1800’s. During this time, there were shifts in what school reform really meant.  Various 

groups (e.g. scholars, politicians, economists, etc.) around this time period began to 

change their perspectives on what education encompassed (e.g. looking at what it was 

and what it was not).  These conversations extended to include dialog about who should 

have access to education and who should not (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Kleibard, 2004; 

Tyack, 1976).   

Although the history of public schooling in America can be traced to colonial 

times (1600’s), schooling in a more modern-progressive sense, has evolved and 

changed considerably over the past 150 years.  One change was the dramatic increase 

in the number of students attending school during the late 1800’s and early 1900’s.  For 

example, enrollment in secondary education increased from 6-7%, to nearly 51% of the 

American youth population (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Kleibard, 2004; Tyack, 1976).  This 

was due to various social, economic, and political aspects happening at the time 

including a call for more skilled workers to enter the workforce, the emergence of larger 

cities (also attracting more families to communities), and technological advances 

reducing the number of children working.   With the reduction of children in the 

workforce, this meant more children were idle and able to attend school.  This resulted 

in a mass entry of students into secondary education. Additionally, the creation (physical 

construction) of more schools served to attract and enroll more children (Bowles & 

Gintis, 1976; Kleibard, 2004; Tyack, 1976).  During this time period, we also saw the 
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emergence of school attendance laws which were foundational to the start of 

compulsory education (Tyack & Hansot, 1984). School systems at the time underwent 

change and became organized into more top-down hierarchal structures (Spring, 2005).  

These latter factors were precursors of more bureaucratized schools systems such as 

those we see presently. To put this into a more familiar context of the times, it was the 

age of the industrial revolution, progressivism era, and start of the Great Depression.  

For schools, the effects of the socio-political and economic forces that the country was 

experiencing resulted in greater numbers of high school graduates, increases in school 

enrollments and attendance, and drops in the illiteracy rates of children (Bowles & 

Gintis, 1976; Tyack & Hansot, 1984).   

Schools as mass institutions emerged during this time, and were evolving.  This 

led to evaluations of the school curriculums.  Some began to question whether existing 

curriculum would meet the needs of this new influx of students (Tyack, 1976).  There 

were great debates about what was taught and how.  Historically, schools had been 

associated with perpetuating social stratification (social/cultural reproduction), 

increasing productivity of the workforce (economic goals), and also indoctrinating 

children to follow select moral and political ideals (socialization). This led people to 

question the curriculum, and also led many to examine how classrooms operated since 

greater numbers of diverse student populations were now attending school (Kleibard, 

2004; Tyack, 1976).  The need to transform schools was apparent.  Individual needs 

were at the forefront for the first time.  It was not just the business of schooling for more 

political/economic motives as had previously been the focus (Bowles & Gintis, 1976).  

What resulted, was a greater push for educational reform. However, there was large 

disagreement as to what made for the best school setting and curriculum.  A human 
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development focus, which looked at the individual needs of the child, was now a larger 

consideration.  However, the pressure on preparation for the skilled, wage-labor 

workforce (i.e. scientific management or technical efficiency model approaches) 

continued (Tyack, 1976; Tyack & Hansot, 1984).   

As school reform took shape, the existing model of a common school, 

traditionally offered to more affluent children and delivering a one-size-fits-all curriculum 

was no longer effective, particularly with the mass enrollment of students of various 

backgrounds and diverse needs (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Kleibard, 2004).  It was evident 

that the existing educational system and educators were not prepared or skilled in how 

to educate the new influx of students.  This was particularly true of children with special 

needs who were often labeled as “delinquents” and required alternative school settings 

(Tyack, 1976).  In response, reform changes moved towards progressive education that 

introduced more child-centered instruction, elective type courses, and a focus on 

humanity options. Also added were assessments of learning (testing), more 

standardized structures of daily activities (e.g. pledge of allegiance, clubs, assemblies, 

etc.), and the hiring of personnel to support various student needs (e.g. counselors, 

truant officers, etc.).  In short schooling was becoming more comprehensive, 

bureaucratized, and hierarchically organized than it had been in previous times (Bowles 

& Gintis, 1976; Tyack, 1976).   

However, despite intentions to focus more on the individual and development of 

human capital, schools were not any more equipped or well-designed to deal with 

poverty, language ability (immigrant children, mostly of Mexican or Asian descent), or 

minority groups. Despite the goals of reformers, social stratification continued as a dual 
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school system emerged; one which tracked minority children into vocational training or 

trade schools, instead of academic offerings (Bowles & Gintis, 1976).   Inequities 

became evident as educators grappled with how to provide a uniform curriculum while 

tailoring education to the individual.  While there was broader access to schooling, with 

revamps to curriculum initiated and relative stability in institutional expansion efforts, 

these changes were not uniform across the country. In some areas, particularly 

impoverished communities, such as those in the deep-south, there were stark 

differences in educational offerings.  These areas struggled with the Great Depression 

where inequalities were grossly apparent.  Schools were often in dilapidated buildings 

lacking adequate supplies and materials for learning (Tyack & Hansot, 1984).  By the 

late 1960’s, it was clear that more reform was necessary.  As mentioned previously, 

even the progressivist reform movement so often associated with John Dewey, failed to 

address the issues of segregation and access.  Dewey’s focus was more on the 

philosophical aspects of what was taught and the method of learning rather than 

focusing on the reality of how all students would be able to receive their education 

(Kleibard, 2004; Spring, 2005). 

Federal Policy, Law, Legislation, and the Courts 

As described above in the synopsis of school reform roots, issues of equity, or 

rather inequities, existed early on.  Civil rights movements of the late 1800’s and early 

1900’s were taking place not independent of school reform movements.  Civil rights 

struggles were also evident in educational systems.  These struggles, permeated 

educational transformation efforts and impacted governmental functions through court 

cases and law. Educational rights and desegregation plans to promote equal access of 

education were the focus on many of these cases and laws.  Beginning with educational 
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rights, Joel Spring (2005, 2014) explained how beginning with the ratification of the 

Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution in 1868, this set the foundation for schooling 

opportunities in America.  This amendment granted and protected the rights of all 

naturally born or naturalized citizens of the United States (regardless of race or color); 

with education being one of those rights.  But, there were no provisions in this law for 

how this looked in practice and did not include provisions for desegregation or 

integrated schools.  This was upheld in the Plessy v. Ferguson (1896)2 court case which 

allowed for “separate but equal” public settings, which essentially encouraged and 

reinforced segregation of schools.  

Moving forward, 58 years after the Plessy v. Ferguson case, the Brown v. Board 

of Education (1954)3 case addressed access to education.  The court determined 

segregation in schools to be unconstitutional because it denied people equal protection 

under the law. Brown (1954) found that you could not be denied rights or access to 

rights such as education.  This reversed the Plessy v. Ferguson decision. This was 

followed by the 1964 Civil Rights Act4.  Title VI of this act allowed for control of money 

as well as formal policing of desegregation efforts. While these examples do not include 

every movement, policy, court case or act affecting education, they have been 

prominent historical markers. They are reflective of how school reform efforts changed 

from growing schools into massive institutions of learning, towards education that 

included a focus on correcting inequity.  These efforts highlighted instances of children 

being denied access to the equal learning opportunities that have ultimately resulted in 

different learning outcomes for different groups of children. Since these times, themes of 

                                                           
2 Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537, 16 S. Ct. 1138, 41 L. ED. 256, 1896 U.S. 3390. 
3 Brown v. Board of Educ., 347 U.S. 483 (1954). 
4 Civil Rights Act of 1964, Pub. L. 88-352, 78 Stat. 241 (1964). 
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educational equity and quality have continued to dominate all American educational 

evaluations and legal responses. 

Beginning in 1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 

enacted legislation which would provide “financial resources to schools to enhance the 

learning experiences of underprivileged children” (Thomas & Brady, 2005).  The act 

included measures for “closing of the achievement gap” along with ensuring 

disadvantaged students had the “opportunity to receive a fair, equitable, and high-quality 

education” among its purpose goals (ESEA, 1965, p. 8).  The act further detailed 

considerations for youth who were “neglected, delinquent, or at-risk,” with financial 

provisions directed through the year 2020 if schools met set criteria as outlined in the 

act for how to use those funds. Criteria for funding (Title I) also included changes to 

curricular offerings and instructional practices along with prevention and intervention 

support implementation.     

The creation of ESEA (1965) and release of the Coleman Report (1966) brought 

to light the pressing need to improve public schools. The Coleman Report was a lengthy 

analysis and survey focused on the equal education opportunities of:  “Negroes, Puerto 

Ricans, Mexican-Americans, Oriental-Americans, and Native American” minority groups 

as compared to those of “Whites” at the time (from report resumes).  The analysis was 

conducted in response to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and included data from over 

600,000 students and educational staff, nationwide.  The extensive report was 

significant because it evaluated many aspects of schooling on a large scale to include 

comparisons of facilities, resources, curriculum, test scores, teacher skills and personal 

teacher traits, enrollment, and integration/segregation.  The study’s findings drew 
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attention to the social aspects of learning.  It was less focused on the performance of 

minority groups and more focused on the factors which influenced their achievement 

performance, and the changes needed to achieve greater equity.  The report findings 

introduced terms such as “effective schools” and “school improvement,” which today are 

very prominent catch phrases in educational reform literature and dialog (Cuban, 1984).  

However, the Coleman Report’s (1966) release and impact were not successful in fixing 

the ailments of public education.  Around this time, schools began to face serious 

financial constraints caused by the economic climate of the nation.  This was happening 

as the public perception of schools, and trust in schools began to be questioned, 

thereby stunting improvement efforts.  Tyack and Hansot (1984) write that the 1970’s 

brought declines in school enrollments and with declines of enrollment, school closures.  

Funding for schools was reduced as the economy faltered due to inflation, slowed 

economic growth, and unemployment rates. This was on top of decreased revenue due 

to the loss in enrollments.  Concurrently, desegregation movements with busing of 

students were in effect, as were reform movements with vast methods for how to 

improve schools surfacing.  Tyack and Hansot (1984) described this time as follows: 

And a whole brigade of educational reforms followed one another in succession, 
claiming that their particular innovation --- performance contracting, open 
classrooms, programmed instruction, career education, or compensatory 
instruction --- would solve persistent educational problems. It was a great age of 
panaceas (p.53). 

 

Despite a multitude of ideas on how to improve education, and considerable attacks 

towards political groups or the schools themselves, reform was not achieved.  School 

reform has continued to be at the forefront of political and social commentary since.  
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One such commentary is the open letter by the National Commission on 

Excellence in Education better known as “A Nation at Risk” (1983).  This critique 

evaluated not only American public school systems but also privatized systems and 

higher educational systems, in comparison to global school systems, in advanced 

nations.  The letter summarized assessments of the achievement of youths, college 

programs and existing problems of America’s educational system as a whole.  The letter 

highlighted many deficiencies in current systems and went on to describe the overall 

declining state of education.  Recommendations for curricular improvements (content), 

achievement expectations, instructional minute allocations, teacher qualifications and 

leadership/organizational improvements were stressed.  Additionally, there was a call 

for parents to be more active advocates for their children.   It was a harsh critique that 

brought educational problems to a very public platform.  Although the letter did not 

immediately create any policy or change, it resulted in influencing consumerism and 

privatization of schools.  This very public and embarrassing bashing of current school 

systems, further fueled dissatisfaction and distrust of public schools despite the fact that 

the report encompassed public, private, parochial, and college-level schools.  The 

majority of children at the time however, were attending public schools.    

Over the next twenty years, efforts to improve educational conditions for 

marginalized students continued but were not heavily monitored. What ensued was the 

creation of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2001).  Through this education plan, 

accountability became prominent.  Schools were now accountable for demonstrating 

achievement through test scores. School organizations were mandated to train 

teachers, improve curriculum and instruction, and ensure support for English Language 

Learners.  It also forced schools to consider teacher qualifications in teaching particular 
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grades or subjects, but allowed for some flexibility in programs so long as improvement 

goals were being met.  NCLB also made provisions for something new in reform. It 

allowed for choice.  Charter schools and education savings accounts were encouraged, 

paving the way for privatized instruction opportunities to take root.   

More recently we have had the Race to the Top (RTTT, 2009) initiative, which 

was essentially a competitive grant funded by the American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act (2009) allowing states to be awarded grant funds based on points 

earned in educational innovation or reform practices.  According to the federal 

government Race to the Top on-line electronic reference materials (retrieved October 

2016), the potential funding opportunity prompted many states to implement the 

Common Core Standards, national curricular standards, as a means to be competitive. 

This initiative was presented at a time the nation was slowly recovering from a great 

economic recession where educational funding had been hit particularly hard.  It was 

difficult for states to pass up the opportunity for more funding. Nevertheless, some 

states did not attempt the grant application (approximately 9 out of 50 states opted out).  

The criticism of RTTT stemmed primarily from the fact that it was measured on state 

assessment scores and inhibited state autonomy (Howell, 2006).   

The most recent addition to educational legislation is the reauthorization of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) to what was now termed as the Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015.  This was a bipartisan bill which included some 

new provisions for: college and career readiness, state autonomy with testing metrics 

and intervention approaches, preschool education, and promotion/rewarding of 

innovational programs (e.g. Promise Neighborhood grants).  ESSA also continues to 
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allow for and encourage charter school movements and access to educational options. 

Throughout this bill and with previous school improvement efforts, the lack of 

desegregation in schools is a topic which has continually surfaced.  ESSA does not 

specifically address segregation however, but desegregation is implied in the language 

referring to equity, access, and opportunity.  For example, the language of ESSA 

explicitly cites the need for supports of vulnerable student populations. This is a change 

in terminology from previous labels where students were referred to as delinquent, at-

risk, disadvantaged, or underprivileged.  Additionally, the language of reform has shifted 

somewhat in more recent times back to the term “transformation” to describe reform 

measures which foster general school improvement. I felt it important to comment on 

labels and terms because depending on what literature you are referencing, these terms 

may or may not be interchangeable or can imply different measures and actions.   

While the focus has not shifted away from vulnerable student populations, ESSA 

has prompted improvement of educational offerings for all student groups.  What defines 

a student as being vulnerable, at-risk, disadvantaged, or underprivileged, has changed 

and therefore the educational system may need to change in order to meet the demands 

of diverse student groups. A “one-size-fits-all” approach still does not work.  For 

example, if you had an affluent Anglo child who has poor attendance or a learning 

disability but attends a highly ranked school and has tutors and a supportive family, this 

child may be at-risk but in a different way.  This child’s reality does not compare to a 

child of color who is poor, homeless, or lacks parental support.  “At-risk” does not take 

on the same meaning for these children. In these examples, one child has many more 

factors at play which can be barriers to learning.  The playing field is not the same and 

therefore labels and terms may take on different meaning depending on the context. A 
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child may be at-risk, without necessarily being disadvantaged, underprivileged, or 

vulnerable. However both students in these examples may need additional supports and 

attention. ESSA accounts for these differences by focusing on equity, access, and 

opportunity. For the purposes of this paper, I wanted to clarify that I may refer to 

students as at-risk, vulnerable, disadvantaged, underprivileged, or marginalized when 

describing populations of youths who experience inequitable or disparate educational 

opportunities. 

As one may predict based on the extensive list of labels and different individual 

situations, the needs of today’s students are difficult to define. The solution to address 

educational shortcomings is not any easier to explain.  The legal and political history of 

school reform has not been a simple path.  Cuban (1984) wrote that reform efforts are 

very complex tasks which include many considerations such as: personnel (skilled 

teachers and leaders), dedicated budgets/resources, good curricular foci, and 

implementation strategies which are tightly coupled, monitored, and evaluated.  His 

research more clearly delineates arguments over how schools are rated as effective 

based on test scores alone. His critic is valid and one that ESSA has attempted to 

address. However, change is slow and trends in practice or opinions of what is best are 

difficult to alter, particularly if those trends are grounded in policy or law as is evident in 

privatization movements. 

Privatization Legislation and Policy in States 

 When No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2001) was enacted, this gave rise to 

the privatization of schools by allowing parents to select charter or private school 

options instead of public school settings, but it didn’t begin the movement. In the 
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previous sections, I outlined some of the legislation, evaluations of, and critiques of the 

American educational system that had been happening over the previous 30 years.  

Disillusionment and disappointment in schools coupled with more publicized critiques of 

the failures in our schools made people want choice.  Choice is not a new notion created 

by NCLB (2001).  Some states have been experimenting with voluntary choice options 

for sixty years, dating back as early as the 1930’s.  School choice literature indicates 

that choice has been more wide-spread across the United States than many may 

realize. In her 2010 study, Lorna Jimerson noted that nearly seventy percent of all states 

had some type of open enrollment policy in place over 15 years ago. According to the 

Education Commission of the States’ (ECS) 2016 report, these figures have increased 

to reflect approximately 47 states now having some type of open enrollment policy in 

place.   Many of these policies allow for enrollment outside the traditional geographic 

boundaries of a home school and included inter-district (students may attend schools 

outside their district) and intra-district (students may attend any school within their 

district) enrollments.   Additionally, according to an on-line educational policy resource, 

as of the summer 2016, forty-three states had adopted provisions to allow for public 

charter schools attendance (Ballotpedia, 2016).   

For the purpose of my study, I have chosen to focus on intra-district, open-

enrollment as the mechanism for school choice.  Cullen, Jacob, and Levitt (2005) 

indicate that most large school districts nation-wide offer intra-district open-enrollment 

and state that “while a great deal of attention is presently focused on private school 

vouchers, and charter schools, open enrollment is actually the most prevalent form of 

nontraditional parent choice”(p. 730). Furthermore, since my study will be based in 

Arizona, I will focus my description on the state-level legislation in this locale.   
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Arizona.  In Arizona, the movement towards privatization and the competition for 

students is active and growing.  The creation of Arizona Charter Laws (A.R.S. §15-181 

and §15-189), enacted in 1994, are two examples of educational choice offerings in 

policy at the state-level. These laws have allowed for the creation of publicly funded 

charter schools as alternatives to traditional public schools and offer choice for parents 

and students.  According to the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools (2016) and 

the Schoology (2017) report, the estimated number of public charter schools across the 

state of Arizona in the school year 2014-2015, was approximately 623, which indicate 

that charter schools account for about 25% of all K-12 schools in the state.  The 

estimated number of students enrolled in public charters in this same school year was 

approximately 165, 961 students.  Those are staggering numbers of children moving 

outside the public school system.  Additionally, Arizona has also created a mandatory 

Open Enrollment Law (§15-816), which requires districts to adopt open-enrollment plans 

that make it possible for students to enroll in any school, regardless of if they reside 

within the traditional school/district enrollment boundaries.  In 2013, over 55,000 

students were enrolled in private schools, in addition to the approximately 170,000 

students were enrolled in charters, on-line programs, or were home-schooled 

(Ballotpedia, 2016).  Many enrollments have been made possible through the use of 

vouchers, empowerment scholarship accounts, or the use of school tuition organizations 

(STOs) to fund movement away from home schools. Additionally, the creation of magnet 

schools or specialized schools (e.g. gifted education, bilingual programs, or technical 

training programs in some cases), within school districts has often included provisions 

for free transportation upon enrollment, extending the appeal of choice opportunities.  
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Furthermore, in cases like those seen in Arizona, there has been an emergence 

of a large number of schools (public, private, charter), within close geographic proximity 

to one another.  This situation greatly promotes market-like behaviors and competition 

among schools when funding is directly tied to student enrollments (Lubienski, 2007).  

Lubienski wrote that in this scenario, schools can potentially be simultaneously 

competing for the same pool of students at the same time. This is often the case in 

Arizona (Lubienski, 2007).  It is important to note that the adoption of (geographic) 

boundary-less policies that encourage choice coupled with resource dependency tied to 

student enrollment numbers, has also spurred intra-district competition.  Schools within 

the same district in this situation now compete with one another for student enrollments 

as well as competing with external educational entities. Although this study does not 

focus on charter or private schools specifically, I have included some background about 

their presence in Arizona, because open-enrollment is heavily promoted and mandated 

in the state.  This affects the mobility of children, and presents more choice options for 

parents to consider, particularly those policies which eliminate financial or transportation 

barriers for attendance, or facilitate movement.  

 A final addition to this section is an acknowledgement of federally mandated 

mobility.  By this I am referring to schools who are labeled as under-performing or 

failing, where Title I policies dictate offering parents options for their child’s enrollment at 

other schools with transportation offered free of charge. Student movement of this type, 

links back to newest version of ESEA in ESSA (2015) and the use of funds to allow 

equal access to education and closing the achievement gap.  Transportation is a benefit 

not typically offered under general school choice or open-enrollment opportunities other 

than magnet or specialized program schools.  Transportation is offered in certain 
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circumstances however, such as with choice options facilitating movement away from 

failing schools or federally mandated desegregation orders.  Federally mandated choice 

options with free transportation are related to desegregation orders for schools who are 

racially concentrated5.  In some districts, such as the district in this study, children are 

allowed to move to schools of their choice with transportation, providing their ethnicity 

will support balancing the racial demographics of the school. The problem with both of 

these mandated options is that many schools which are underperforming, or racially 

concentrated with high minority or high poverty students, do not attract affluent, Anglo 

children to them. Furthermore, only those families who are savvy enough to navigate 

choice options are able to take advantage of choice to higher performing schools or 

schools with specialized programs. Neither of these mandates have been truly 

successful in fostering overall school improvement on a large scale, but may be 

effective in some cases with individual students.   

As mentioned previously, this study’s focus is on the broader implications of 

choice and trends in choice utilization.  My analysis will not focus on the personal 

journeys or outcomes of the participants. In the following sections, I will describe this 

focus more thoroughly as I present the literature related to privatization and 

marketization of schools.   I will also provide a more detailed a history of the 

desegregation litigation in the description of my case study site.  

Neoliberalism  

In the previous sections, I have provided a historical context for the emergence of 

school markets through the responsiveness necessary for reform and transformation, 

                                                           
5 A racially concentrated school is one where the ethnicity demographics of enrolled students reflect a larger 
concentration of one ethnic group in comparison to other ethnic groups.   
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and the legal/political mandates that followed.  However, up to this point, I have not 

described the overarching theory that classifies school marketization and privatization 

actions.  Extant literature related to the emergence of educational entrepreneurialism 

most commonly refers to this phenomenon as neo-liberalism, or neo-liberal movements 

(Apple, 2004; Olssen & Peters, 2005).   For the purpose of this study, neo-liberalism is 

used to define the role of choice and to frame educational moves to the market itself (i.e. 

consumptive practices in education).  Although the term neo-liberalism, is not exclusive 

to the educational realm, it is the most apt label or over-arching theory to describe the 

marketization, privatization, and globalization forces in action within the education 

system (Baltando, 2012).  Shiller (2011) describes this by saying that “when applied to 

education, neoliberalism re-frames schools as a commodity” (p.162).  

As established previously, education as a commodity through choice, was initially 

initiated through school reform policies and educational accountability.  At the heart of 

choice movement has been a call for better schools that would better prepare students 

for the future and their ability to compete in the global workforce (Apple, 2004).  

However, within these movements, some have argued that an underlying agenda has 

been present (Baltando, 2012; Carl, 1994).  The state’s involvement, according to Apple 

(2004), is politically based and has roots in neo-conservative movements.  He writes, 

“neo-liberal visions of quasi markets are usually accompanied by political, neo-

conservative pressure to regulate content, and behavior through such things as national 

curricula, national standards, and national systems of assessment.” (p. 23).  This dates 

back to some of the early arguments of the role of schools and social/political agendas 

presented previously, and rings of familiar ties with legislation (e.g. ESSA, 2015; NCLB, 

2001; RTTP, 2009) that very much encouraged choice along with a tighter control of 
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curriculum, assessment measures and accountability monitoring.  In this context, the 

parent/student are active agents or shoppers in educational marketplaces and 

individualism becomes the most important focus (Baltando, 2012; Graham, 1994).  

Neo-liberalists believe that schools are a vast supermarket and the way to reform 

the educational system is to encourage consumptive practices, which has had a major 

effect on the way educational institutions operate (Apple 2009; Cullen, 2005; Koyama & 

Kania, 2016).  “In classical liberalism, the individual is characterized as having an 

autonomous human nature who can practice freedom.  In neo-liberalism, the state 

seeks to create an individual who is an enterprising and competitive entrepreneur.” 

(Apple, 2004, p. 21).  This echoes early progressive reform which focused on the 

individual, human capital development, and also work force development.  Neoliberal 

critics have argued that few parents possess the knowledge or skills to know what is 

best for their child (Baltando, 2012; Graham, 1994). This rationale could also apply to 

policy makers who do not actively work in school settings and are disconnected from the 

educational system.  

In her study of New Orleans’ school market-based reforms, Jabbar (2015) 

provided an example of neo-liberalism in practice. She described the educational reform 

movements of New Orleans, Louisiana, after the Katrina hurricane disaster of 2005 that 

devastated the city.  As the city rebuilt, the education system too was reconstructed.  

She depicted a post-Katrina focus on school-markets that had been seen as a panacea 

for transforming all of their past educational shortcomings. Unfortunately, these reform 

movements failed to acknowledge the history of, or contributing factors behind New 

Orleans’ educational shortcomings, nor did they take into account any success of the 
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previous school systems.  Jabbar argued that the result has been less localized control 

over education, greater state-level involvement, and a revamp of traditional public 

school district roles with no clear indicators of significant success at the time of her 

study.  The transformation may not have resulted in an improvement over the previous 

system. 

The case with New Orleans’ educational system provides us with an example of 

how one city chose to reform their educational system while also rebuilding the city 

following a natural disaster.  The public schools in this context had to undergo swift, 

dramatic and mandated changes to the way they conducted everyday business.  

Although not all school face tragedies such as the hurricane, many are facing extreme 

pressure to adopt market-based reform practices very quickly. They are forced to 

compete in order to survive. Regardless of where the pressure comes from however, it 

is clear that choice has infiltrated the public system rapidly and aggressively. It is 

doubtful that there will be a shift away from neoliberal movements or choice offerings 

any time soon, despite the challenges and barriers this presents to publicly funded 

organizations.  Although laws and policies support competition as a strategy for school 

improvement, the reality of choice movements is that it has not resulted in great strides 

in closing achievement gaps, leveling the playing field, or serving marginalized students.   

School Choice Movements 

Early attempts of reform through choice began as early as the late 1960’s, 

through “free transfer plans” or “voluntary transfer plans” (Coleman, 1966), then 

progressed into the 1970’s and 1980’s through magnet school offerings and revised 

open-enrollment opportunities.  ESEA (1965) for example, provided Free-Choice 
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options for elementary students in New York funded by Title I monies, as a means to 

offer better educational opportunity options for students outside their home school 

boundaries (Fox, 1965).  However prior to the New York trials, the Milwaukee school 

system had attempted choice offerings as a means to increase opportunities for 

students wanting to participate in programs not offered in their neighborhood schools 

(Chapman & Antrop-Gonzalez, 2011).  Later, with the appearance of the No Child Left 

Behind Act (2001), choice options gained tremendous popularity as schools responded 

to new accountability pressures.  In other words, a response to educational deficits 

could easily account for the reasons behind why school markets exist, but current 

choice movements and their subsequent popularity have extended well beyond mere 

deficits in education with a strong focus on education as a commodity.  Yet, the 

problems for which school choice was intended persists and some could argue that 

even more inequity has been created by choice and segregation has continued (Adnett 

& Davies, 1999; Croninger & Smith, 1994; West, 2006). 

Issues of school choice equity and social justice are the most prevalent themes 

among studies in school choice research; with most authors repeatedly critiquing 

choice. One of the primary criticisms targets how parents must be able to navigate 

choice and that true choice must exist in order for opportunities to be feasible.  First, 

there has to be access in order for real choice to exist.  However, more often than not, 

only perceived opportunities of choice are present.  Therefore, the entire notion of 

access is questioned (Adnett & Davies, 1999; Lee et al, 1994). Choice is not a reality if 

the ability to enter and exit freely is impeded in any way. Some examples of barriers to 

access would include:  screening processes for admission (testing), lottery systems, 
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waiting lists, transportation limitations, and parental connections or savviness to 

maneuver the system (Adnett & Davies, 1999; Croninger & Smith, 1994; West, 2006).  

In her analysis of publicly-funded secondary schools in England, Anne West 

(2006), found evidence of feigned choice, where schools act as gatekeepers and there 

are deliberate recruitment/retention efforts put in place to try to control the right “type” of 

students attending particular schools (i.e. higher performing and higher socio-economic 

students were more actively sought after).  West (2006) stated that “although a pupil is 

able to attend any public school, in reality this is not the case; the pupil’s parents can 

apply to any schools, but the school is the ultimate decision maker” (p. 16). In other 

cases, such as Lois André-Betchely’s (2004) California study of magnet application 

texts, she found that completion of applications for schools was not a guarantee of 

admission.  In her study only 30% of applications out of 521submissions were accepted.  

The families in her study were examples of those whose applications were not selected 

(André-Betchely, 2004).  Furthermore, in their study of the Milwaukee school system, 

Chapman and Antrop-Gonzalez (2011) offered even more examples of barriers to actual 

enrollment when they described true choices for a Black and Hmong community where 

“…the option is theoretically available and maintained to benefit all families; however, 

transportation issues, time considerations, and distance from home makes placing 

Black and Hmong students an untenable choice” (p. 795). Transportation is a barrier to 

both school systems and families (Condliffe, Boyd & Deluca, 2015).  It is costly for 

organizations to provide free services, but without it, or even with it, travel to schools far 

away from home neighborhoods, is a burden many families cannot afford (André-

Betchely, 2007). 
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Let us assume that the accessibility exists and parents are able to manage 

transportation concerns. How do parents maneuver the admissions processes?  In 

many cases, parents must possess a certain savviness in order to navigate the system, 

and often, this results in middle class or more affluent families with the right “capital” 

being the ones who can capitalize on these opportunities (Adnett & Davies, 1999; Bowe, 

Ball, & Gerwitz, 1994).  This savviness can include the receptiveness of 

communications (understanding of communications), strategizing about selections, and 

ability to complete enrollment applications (André-Betchely, 2004 & 2005).  This implies 

that parents must possess skills, abilities, or have had experiences with these types of 

system management processes.  In Jean Anyon’s (2009) action research project of New 

York City’s admissions processes, she found that “high-status cultural and social capital” 

was a factor that assisted families in accessing admissions (p. 138).  Her work also 

suggests that students who possess this type of capital are favored over other students 

for enrollment. Thereby, admissions were facilitated for these students.  This 

supposition, where cultural and social capital along with higher socio-economic status 

being an indicator of who can (and will) access choice, is repeatedly echoed and implied 

in much of the research surrounding choice (André-Bechely, 2005; Bowe et al, 1994; 

Elacqua, Schneider, & Buckley, 2006; West, 2006).  The arguments extend further to 

include social stratification and continued segregation of students.   

As described above, scholars have argued that schools under choice movements 

have actively worked to block or limit students from entry to schools.  Additionally, 

students may not be able to feasibly take advantage of attendance at schools outside 

their neighborhoods due to transportation issues, other social issues (e.g. after-school 

childcare or travel time), or the parents may not possess the ability to navigate the 
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process.  Choice then becomes limited with only some children having the ability to 

move.  Those who have the right skills or resources are able to access choice, but those 

families who do not possess these features cannot.  What happens when families can 

access choice but chose not to?  What happens to families who want to move but 

cannot? How does movement affect the school and community?  These questions were 

examined in a quantitative study of the Detroit school system (Lee et al, 1994). This 

study ponders the role of choice in creating and sustaining social stratification.  It 

presented perceptions of choice, examined motivations for leaving or not leaving 

schools, and found that movement of students through choice can have detrimental 

effects on the communities they leave behind (p. 449). In my review of the literature, I 

found further references of choice inequities. Among these references are findings 

which state that choice often results in “creaming” off the best students away from 

schools, continued racial segregation, and even references to “white flight” (Howe & 

Ashcraft, 2005; Smith, 1994; West, 2006).  Goldring and Hausman (1999), used quite 

strong language in their study of parent choice; suggesting that choice is a tool for 

segregation and used as a sorting mechanism which favor the middle and upper classes 

(p. 471-2).    

I’d like to present a final comment about how culture and social networks impact 

school choice decision-making. Issues of social capital and cultural capital have been 

woven into all levels of school choice research.  While some studies have examined the 

family’s cultural capital in influencing school selection and ability to navigate the 

process, others look at what motivates families to choose options outside of their home 

school and who actually takes advantage of those options (Goldring & Hausman, 1999; 

Lee et al, 1994).  For some families, the appeal of a school may be academics, such as 
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a particular curricular or extra-curricular offering, but for others, they may desire to be 

where a particular social group is (either staying in their community or desiring to move 

out), or some families may be looking for what feels like a right “fit” all around (Bowe, 

Ball, & Gewirtz, 1994). With fit, many factors are taken into account and parent 

perceptions about a given school play a key role is school selection. The literature 

suggests that social connections can act as hidden networks of communication and 

influence, and that selecting the “right” school itself is often a deliberate action used by 

parents to ensure a certain social status based upon their choice of schooling (English, 

2009).  In this latter example, school performance is not a priority; social networks are. 

Thus, the role of social and cultural capital on school selection becomes more apparent. 

Drawing from the marketing field and research on the socio-cultural aspects of 

consumption, the idea of a right “fit” aligns to this literature.  For example, Douglas 

Allen’s (2002) Fits-Like-A-Glove (FLAG) framework has tied consumption practices to 

social and cultural capital.  Allen suggested that shopping or making selections involves 

emotions and feelings.  These feelings guide what we desire and the actions or 

behaviors resulting from our desires.  Experiences related to obtaining possessions or 

feeling positive when associated with an object or event are tied to “habitus,” or as Allen 

refers to it our “consumer habitus” (Allen, 2002). When related to school choice, 

selecting a school based on what feels like a perfect fit becomes the realization of 

consumer actions.    

To conclude my review of choice literature, I want to reiterate that the motivations 

behind choice differ for each family.  Some seek better educational opportunities, 

programs, or may be attempting to align themselves with desired social networks that 
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may have very little to do with school test scores.  This has resonated in the research. 

Legislative, social, and political pressures have ensured open-enrollment and choice 

mechanisms are in place but have we drifted off course of their initial purpose?  Whitty 

(1997), argued that the intent of marketized education has not resulted in improvements 

and most likely will never do so, despite the idea that it should.  This is yet another 

example of how the intent of choice has been placed on the back burner and has not 

addressed the reform and transformative goals as hoped.  In short, regardless of what 

prompts parents to begin shopping for schools, the overall results of privatization and 

choice movements have had little effect on test scores or student performance (Machin, 

2008; Yair, 1996).  Nevertheless, the movement continues to grow despite more 

unfavorable data linked with inequities, stratification, and segregation.   

Social Capital 

 In the review of choice literature, social, human, and cultural themes have 

emerged repeatedly in regard to how they affect school choice participation.  Human 

capital relates to the business of education, what is taught and to whom. This is where 

choice offerings come into play.  Cultural capital on the other hand, refers to families’ 

ability to navigate and maneuver open enrollment admissions processes.  However, 

since my study is focused on families who are already participating in open-enrollment 

opportunities and the selection of what school they prefer has been determined, social 

capital is more relevant to my study and will assist in the analysis of my data.  That said, 

it is not easy to completely separate these three types of capital (human, cultural, social) 

since the types of capital intermingle and may be part of the production of others.  For 
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this reason, I will briefly outline human and cultural capital as well as social capital in the 

sections that follow. 

Human capital development has been referenced to be at the heart of early 

school reform movements, particularly in reference to curriculum and instruction. Human 

capital is the development of the individual as a whole.  Idealistically, the development 

would position the individual in a manner that is beneficial to them and will grant them 

better opportunities for life.   The role of education can then be perceived as a producer 

of capital, when “…human capital is created by changing persons so as to give them the 

skills and capabilities that make them able to act in new ways” (Coleman, 1990, p. 304).  

The connection between social capital and human capital development lies in that 

individuals may be seeking to develop skills which will support and facilitate participation 

into certain social groups. This also refers to the relationships between children and 

their parents. There is a social interaction in the relationship that facilitates teaching or 

development of human capital from adult to child (Coleman, 1988).   Human and social 

capital are therefore complimentary to each other because they help make connections 

(Coleman, 1990). 

 Cultural capital defines who a person is; their core being.  Bourdieu (1977) calls 

this a person’s habitus, which is a system of dispositions that a person possesses.  

Habitus is fixed to a certain degree, and cannot be changed. However, the dispositions 

may be influenced by emotions, beliefs, and views, and determine how a person 

responds in certain situations (Nash, 1990).  A person’s habitus can ultimately affect 

access to or denial of resources.  For example, if a person responds to a situation 

similar to those responses of others, particularly those whom he/she perceives as 
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having power, status, or prestige, this can have positive outcomes for the individual. 

Acting similarly or fitting into a particular group can also result in economic gains.  

Therefore, individuals possessing the knowledge or “right” type of dispositions (cultural 

capital) are more likely to access options of their choice, such as a school of choice.  On 

a separate but related note, I wanted to point out how cultural capital is often associated 

closely with class.  Class, according to Jean Anyon’s (1980) article about students 

enrolled in different school settings, is described as the role of social class on curricular 

work. Anyon detailed how a person’s class (background) affects curricular performance 

and interaction with school tasks which can determine success.  Depending on the 

setting, students may receive different types of tasks, and depending on the individual, 

they may or may not be able to engage or interact successfully with the material.  I have 

included this brief reference because school selection can be dependent on certain 

capital or class in order to access it, but continued participation in selected schools and 

the outcomes of the participation may also be affected by this determinant; particularly 

when parents are looking for “right fit” options.  Entry and access do not automatically 

equate to successful and sustained membership. 

Cultural capital overlaps with human and social capital through the social 

connection part.  Bourdieu (1977) posited that there are connections between resources 

and society.  What a person knows or doesn’t know can affect the individual’s ability for 

social mobility and who a person is connected to can result in various opportunities 

through exchanges. Bourdieu (1977) described social and cultural capital as social 

relations within a system of exchange, which in essence is a system of dispositions that 

a person possesses.  To recap, cultural capital may be influenced through human 
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capital development, which both in turn affect or are affected further by social 

connections.    

Thus far, I have described certain aspects of social capital that describe social 

constructs or systems, but social capital is more complex than simply being “who you 

know,” it is also about “what they will do for you,” (benefit to you) and what it takes to 

maximize this.  According to James Coleman (1988): 

Social capital is defined by its function.  It is not a single entity but a variety of 
different entities, with two elements in common:  they all consist of some aspect 
of social structures, and they facilitate certain actions of actors—whether persons 
or corporate actors—within a structure.  Like other forms of capital, social capital 
is productive, making possible the achievement of certain ends that in its 
absence would not be possible (p. 598). 

 

Trust is a large part of this, as is reciprocity, and mutual assistance through shared 

values or behaviors (Acar, 2011; Coleman, 1988, 1990; Putnam & Feldstein, 2003). 

Furthermore, when applied to communities, Putnam & Feldstein (2003) reference the 

bridging and bonding efforts that must exist in order to connect communities.  This has 

also been referred to community or the network binding agents or “glue that holds 

societies together” (Acar, 2011, p. 456).  People as individuals are drawn to like 

individuals, but with home to school and interactions in this context, this may not happen 

automatically and may require deliberate efforts on the part of both parties.  This can 

affect how parents view school options. Choice decisions then can be swayed by 

families feeling welcome or included.   

When you consider the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1977), where he looks at social 

relations within a system of exchanges which can influence opportunity, wealth, or 

status, the power of social networks become important not only for schools trying to 
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attract students, but for how parents leverage their choice options to their benefit.  

James Coleman (1990) writes “social relationships which come into existence when 

individuals attempt to make best use of their individual resources need not only be seen 

as components of social structures, however. They may also be seen as resources for 

the individuals” (p. 300).  Aside from social capital as a tool to leverage, the literature 

suggests that in educational arenas social capital is a critical component in individual 

and organizational success (Acar, 2011; Goddard, 2003).  Education is one arena 

where social capital can have positive effects (Goddard, 2003).  Parents play a role in 

this when they help their children with social connections and connecting them to human 

development opportunities, but also through the influence of desired associations (Acar, 

2011; Coleman, 1988).  Furthermore, parents can support more relationship building 

and school connections by maintaining consistency in school enrollments (Welsh, 

2017). In summary, the role of capital on school choice participation is one that does not 

only affect decision-making and success, it can also play a prominent role in their child’s 

success in this participation.   

Mobility 

  Historically, children have changed schools for promotional reasons, moving from 

elementary to secondary schools, or for geographic reasons, where the child’s home 

location has moved for a variety of reasons. These types of moves are often referred to 

as structural mobility (Welsh, 2017).  Structural mobility are those enrollment changes 

that are planned or purposeful, while other types of moves, referred to as nonstructural 

mobility refers to movement made as a result of reactionary changes that are 

unexpected (Welsh, 2017).  Presently we also have families who change schools due to 
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choice selection. With this latter factor, new choice options such as open-enrollment can 

potentially increase the mobility history of a child.  For some students, this can have an 

adverse effect (Isernhagen & Bulkin, 2011; Kebrow et al, 2003).  How much mobility is 

too much mobility however?  This is difficult to quantify because the effects of multiple 

school enrollments vary depending on the student, context and situation.  Gasper, 

DeLuca, and Estacion (2012) found that more than one high school enrollment change 

in a child’s academic history resulted in negative effects on academics, behavior and 

socialization. Their study looked at the academic data of high school level student 

groups they call “switchers” versus “stayers.” They found that the switchers 

demonstrated a lower grade point average, performed lower on tests, were more likely 

to be suspended or drop out of school, and were more disengaged from school.  

Rumberger and Larson’s (1998) study of high school students presented similar findings 

with academic performance and drop-out rates, but added in their research, mobility can 

also be associated with higher absenteeism, higher retention rates, less engagement in 

extra-curricular activities, low self-esteem, as well affect the health and nutritional well-

being of children.  Additionally, research suggests that mobility is directly correlated to 

student academic performance, misbehavior and violence, and academic and social 

engagement with school (Rumberger, 2003; Welsh, 2017). 

In another study at the elementary level, Necati Engec (2006) found that even 

one move affected standardized test scores; with scores dropping with increased 

moves. Engec’s study (2006), presented a correlation between behavioral problems and 

mobility over non-mobile students.  More mobile students had higher behavior- related 

incidents.  Similar findings have been associated with four or more moves when looking 

at children’s enrollment histories from grades kinder through seventh grade (Temple & 
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Reynolds, 1999). South, Haynie, and Bose (2005) concur, and cited frequent mobility as 

being a barrier to academic success.  However, they also presented a different 

approach while drawing attention to the effects of mobility on social relationships and 

social capital development. Students with frequent moves tended to be less popular and 

were less socially engaged.  In his review of student mobility research across the United 

States, Welsh (2017) presented similar findings. 

Success or failure with mobility has a great deal to do with the support structures 

a student has available to them as they move.  Some children can be very resilient and 

successful despite multiple moves, but not all children have these supports, and mobility 

is highest among, poor, minority groups.  Temple and Reynolds (1999) for example, 

have referenced limitations of the research over school mobility. They found that 

mobility studies often focus on “predominantly White middle-class samples” (p. 358) that 

do not fully take into account the effects on disadvantaged children who may not have 

the supports necessary to cope with mobility.  Yet, these are the most mobile groups.  

According to Engec (2006), the United States General Accounting Office (GAO), 

reported that “highly mobile students are more likely to be low-income, innercity, 

migrant, or limited-English proficient children” (p. 168).  Welsh (2017) agreed and has 

stated that highly mobile students tend to be Black, Hispanic, from migrant or immigrant 

families, have lower incomes, and are disadvantaged students.  Additionally, the timing 

or reasons for movement may affect overall student success.  Social connections and 

academics are often impacted with unplanned mobility. For example, when changes to 

enrollment occur unexpectedly, students may not have had the opportunity to finalize 

studies, take assessments, or may have severed relationships abruptly.  Additionally the 

personal circumstances surrounding unplanned movement (e.g. loss of income, 
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homelessness, removal by social services, dysfunctional parent relationships) can 

impact the child’s resiliency in such transitions (Ketner Ream, 2005; Welsh, 2017).   

The following are a series of quotes I felt important to include since they draw 

attention to the prevalence of school mobility in vulnerable student populations.   

“Students are more likely to change schools if they have parents who did not 

complete high school, and students who have eligibility for free school lunches 

are more likely to move” (Temple & Reynolds, 1999, p. 365). 

“… studies focusing on very poor minority families suggest that between 60% and 

70% of these children change schools at least once in elementary grades and 

20% change school two or more times (Temple & Reynolds, 1999, as cited in 

Gasper et al, 2012, p. 491). 

“Mobile students are more likely than their non-mobile counterparts to belong to a 

family that receives public assistance” (South et al, 2007, p. 86) 

“Mobility was higher among Latino, black, Native American, and poor children 

than among white, Asian, and middle- and high-income children” (Rumberger & 

Larson, 1998, p. 2). 

“…low SES students are disadvantaged, in part, because they are more likely to 

change schools and more likely to change residences than high SES students” 

(Rumberger & Larson, 1998, p.20). 

“…the annual incident of school mobility is over 30% in many urban and inner-city 

schools” (Temple & Reynolds, 1999, p. 355) 
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As you can see, there are many examples of high mobility associated with certain 

student groups.  While most agree that lower academic performance and challenges 

with overall school success often go hand in hand with vulnerable, disadvantaged, 

minority, and at-risk youths, some researchers argue that mobility is not to blame. For 

example, Gasper, DeLuca, and Estacion (2012) found that “the apparent effects on 

school mobility on dropout may have little to do with school mobility and more to do with 

earlier school performance, family instability and other social or emotional factors” 

(p.488). They further contend that a child’s resilience in school moves can be 

determined by their “personal characteristics and behavioral past,” (p. 492) as well as 

“unstable family circumstances, a history of poor school performance, and a tendency 

toward problem behaviors” that would exist even without school moves (p. 489).  

Alexander, Entiwisle, and Dauber (1996) concur, and add that “poor and minority 

children…often have other factors in their lives which affect their academic performance 

regardless of school moves” (p. 9).   Previously I referenced literature that indicates that 

students who have stable homes, and strong family supports and are not adversely 

affected by school moves.  This makes it difficult to determine how great a role mobility 

plays in the school success of children who have and are experiencing difficult, personal 

circumstances.  What can be agreed upon however, is that the performance of 

vulnerable groups is not on par with peers who have more supports and more affluent 

backgrounds. 

As stated previously, open-enrollment is the most often used mechanism for 

school choice moves.  In theory, families who are unhappy with the home school, or 

desire different opportunities would seek schools who offer the desired characteristics. 

However, poor and minority families don’t often move far from home, and often remain 
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in the same school district.  Kebrow, Azcoitia, and Buell’s (2003) study of the Chicago 

school system found that: 

Whatever the cause of the move, however, most students leaving low-quality 
schools (in terms of average achievement or safety levels) went into other school 
that had similar profiles. Even students who cited the attractiveness of another 
school as their reason for leaving only moved to a higher achieving school less 
than 50% of the time (Kebrow, 1996) …Not only are the shifts made within the 
district, they are often made within specific clusters of schools.  The schools in 
each cluster share racial, ethnic, income, and achievement characteristics, and 
they exchange a steady stream of mobile students. Low-achieving African 
American children have their clusters within which they are mobile; low-achieving 
poor, Latino children have their clusters; and so on (p. 159). 

 

To conclude, my review of the literature on mobility suggests that frequent 

changing of schools should be discouraged, yet school choice and open-enrollment 

movements are mechanisms that encourage this.  Moreover, how parents actually 

exercise choice may determine how successful the student is when transitioning to new 

school settings.  “Although they may be trying to improve conditions for their children, 

parents who move frequently may harm the educational development of their children” 

(Biernat & Jax, 1990, as cited in Engec, 2006, p. 168).  This should be a consideration.  

Furthermore, “obtaining accurate estimates of the effects of school mobility is of interest 

to policymakers because mobility is potentially alterable by public policy” (Temple & 

Reynolds, 1999, p. 356).  I also want to point out that despite the abundance of literature 

examining choice movements, it is still unknown whether or not open-enrollment policies 

facilitate more movement or actually result in movement to schools that differ from the 

home school, as was the case in the quoted example above (Kebrow, Azcoitia, & 

Buell’s, 2003).  Although research on school preferences through choice opportunities 

exists, there are gaps when looking to see how choice decisions (new schools) compare 
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to the home school, and there is a lack of tracking the geographic proximity of the 

selected school to the home school. My study hopes to bridge some of these gaps. 

Chapter Summary 

In chapter two I have reviewed the literature which is relevant to my study.  This 

chapter has included a review of research related to the history of school reform 

movements, federal and state policies and laws, and legislation to provide a historical 

and legal context for privatization’s emergence through school reform initiatives.  I have 

also provided an overview of the role of neoliberalism as a theory in relation to school 

market reform movements. To complete the review of literature, I have summarized the 

research related to school choice and student enrollment mobility.  This chapter also 

provides a summary of social, cultural, and human capital theory since these theories 

are often referenced in related school choice research.    
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Chapter III 

Research Methods and Design 

Introduction 

The purpose of my study is to identify patterns or trends existing among families 

who are using open enrollment while enrolled at highly mobile (over 40% mobility), Title 

I schools.  Specifically, I will be examining if families are moving to schools of similar 

geographic or demographic characteristics as their home school, describe why they 

move, and if open-enrollment policies are facilitating their mobility. My unit of analysis 

will be the open-enrollment practices of families, not the personal experiences of the 

families. Therefore the case study approach is the most appropriate method since the 

families’ practices of open-enrollment are a bounded system of study; the families are 

selecting to use a particular policy/program (Slate 1995; Merriam 2009).  To probe these 

practices fully, requires more depth, which the case study can garner through a more 

complex examination design (Slate, 1995).  Merrian (2009) states, that “as the product 

of investigation, a case study is an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single 

entity, phenomenon, or social unit” (Merriam, 2009, p. 46).   

I have selected to use a multi-case study methodology in particular for 

investigating these practices following Yin’s (1981, 1992), approach since the analysis 

will include a descriptive and explanatory function. I will attempt to explain or describe 

the practices of parents exercising open-enrollment options, and report any causal 

inferences (if any) found between open-enrollment usage and student enrollment 

mobility, through my data analysis (Yin, 1981).  Yin (1981) writes that “an empirical 

inquiry must examine a contemporary phenomenon in its real-life context, especially 
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when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 98).  

Slate (1995) also refers to this type of case study as instrumental case studies, “where 

the case serves to help us understand the phenomenon or relationships within it” (p. 

77).  Since I will approach this data collection by examining the experiences of multiple 

parents, at multiple school sites, who meet the selection criteria for this study described 

below, this falls under the classification of a multi-case study.  It is consistent with the 

use of “multiple sources of evidence” (Yin, 1992, p. 131).  Slate (1995) has also referred 

to a multi-case study as a collective case study since more representations of a sample 

will be present, providing more variety.  Including multiple data points, will facilitate the 

identification of any commonalities, trends, or patterns in the analysis (Slate, 1995).   

In the following chapter, I will describe in detail, my positionality and bias in this 

study due to my prior association with the sample district.  Because of my lengthy 

employment history (over 18 years as both a teacher and school level administrator), I 

have personal insights into the workings of the district and factors leading up to present 

day open-enrollment actions. Sharing these insights are important in order to frame the 

context of the study. Therefore, I have decided to incorporate elements of 

autoethnography methods into my research design.  Although I will not be sharing my 

personal stories or experiences with parents and mobility from the school-site 

perspective, I will be sharing some personal accounts and information of district-actions 

in relation to the development of the school district profile.  In this context, I am using 

autoethnography as “both a process and a product,” to provide further background 

descriptions of open-enrollment related behaviors (Merriam, 2009, p.27).  While this 

methodology is not an exact descriptor of my contributions, it is the most applicable 

method I could associate with my involvement as both a researcher and 
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contributor/participant in the study.  Denzin and Lincoln (2011) write that 

autoenthographers “turn the analytic lens fully and specifically on themselves as they 

write, interpret, perform narratives about their own culturally significant experiences” (p. 

423).   Other scholars write that “autoethnographies ‘are highly personalized accounts 

that draw upon the experience of the author/researcher for the purposes of extending 

sociological understanding’” (Sparkes, 2000, as cited in Wall, 2006, p. 21).  

Furthermore, the use of autoethnography “allows researchers to draw on their own 

experiences to understand a particular phenomenon or culture” (Mendez, 2013, p. 281).  

Through the blending of these two methodologies, I have intended to explain the context 

of the study and detailed findings related to the following research questions which were 

presented previously in chapter one: 

1. What prompts families in high poverty schools to use open enrollment policies 
and with what frequency? 
 

2. What characteristics of a school (e.g. curriculum, programs, test scores, staff 

interactions, parent involvement, discipline, etc.) are these families looking for 

when selecting a school other than their home school? 

 

3. What is the geographic distance between new school selections and the home 

school, and what role does distance from the home school to new school play if 

any?   

 

  

Sampling method 

I initially intended to focus my research on three schools found within three 

clusters of schools. Each cluster contained four schools whose distance between them 

(in each cluster school) is less than 3.5 miles. However, due to challenges with 

obtaining participants at one site, and lack of cooperation from the Principal at the site, 

my study was limited to only two school clusters.  The selected sites were schools with 
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the highest mobility within each cluster of schools.  Since the mobility research suggests 

that the most mobile student populations are poor, minority students, I chose to focus on 

schools labeled as school-wide Title I schools or those receiving Title I funding due to a 

high the percentage of students qualifying for free or reduced meals.  The selected sites 

had a mobility rate of 45% or higher, although the size and specific racial enrollment 

demographics of each school vary in each cluster and school.  The schools selected 

were elementary level schools, with traditional programs (non-magnet or special focus) 

schools since enrollment admission in traditional schools are not determined by a lottery 

selection process and do not impose test score entry qualification as part of their 

admissions processes.  Traditional schools are generally accessible to any family 

submitting an open-enrollment request as long as the school has the capacity (physical 

size) to accept more students.  

The original clusters of schools identified for the study were located in three 

separate geographic areas within the Tucson Unified School District (TUSD) 

boundaries; north, east, and south (see Figure 1 for map).  The three school clusters 

themselves are located approximately 13 miles from one another.  The intent was to 

select participants from each the three schools, spread across the district, to allow for a 

more robust sampling and better analysis of trends that may exist among the school 

clusters. However, as noted previously, only two schools participated in the study; these 

are schools in the north and south cluster areas of the school district. 

Existing state level and district archival data were used to gather profile data on 

the school district, and district archival data was also used to initially identify the school 

cluster selections; data was cross-referenced with the most current district statistics 
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during the study to provide the most accurate sample descriptions.  Archival data was 

also used to identify the students (participant families) who have utilized open 

enrollment options and have changed schools more than once (enrollment reflects two 

or more enrollment/drops in their elementary school history) over the past six years.  

Three parent participants per site were interviewed as were the Principals from each 

school site.  This was a purposeful selection of the study participants which is intended 

to garner maximum variation of participant experiences (Maxwell, 2013; Seidman, 

2006). 

Participant recruitment 

 The participants for my study were parents of students who were attending or had 

attended a school other than their home school and had utilized open-enrollment 

policies for admission at one time.  The preferred participants for the study were those 

screened for having children who have had multiple enrollment histories (their children 

had attended two or more schools) within their elementary school careers. This was not 

the case with all parents who agreed to participate however, some children did not have 

multiple enrollments in their histories.  Ideally, I also hoped to select only those families 

who qualified for free or reduced meals as an indicator of family income, however due to 

school/district privacy policies, screening for this criteria was not possible prior to 

interviewing the participant. The information was only obtained if the participant shared 

this during their interview; this is reported in the participant profiles in the upcoming 

sections.  To recap, I used a purposive or purposeful sampling for the qualitative 

interviews. Maxwell’s (2013) description of this sampling method, aligns with the intent 

of my study’s data collection. He writes that with purposeful sampling “in this strategy, 
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settings, persons, or activities are selected deliberately to provide information that is 

particularly relevant to your questions, and goals, and that can’t be gotten as well from 

other choices” (p.97).   

 Initially, I worked with district level staff to identify families who met the criteria of 

open-enrollment usage at the selected schools, and multiple-enrollment patterns in their 

child’s school career. A list of prospective participants was provided to me for each 

school, along with the home mailing address of parents.  Introductory invite letters were 

mailed to over 70 participants, however, there were only two responses.  Site visits to 

each school were made at least six times over the course of several months, in addition 

to numerous follow up phone calls, text messages, and email communications with the 

school Principals and school staffs.  I encountered a general lack of communication 

regarding my study, between the Principals and staff. The Principal was not letting staff 

know about the study, and the staff also would fail to communicate with the Principal 

after I visited or called.  I also encountered challenges in advertising the study; the 

Principal/staff were not posting study invite materials, nor communicating with families in 

any way.  Attempts to recruit families through participation in Open House or on parent-

teacher conference days were challenging since the staff and administrators would not 

openly share calendar dates with me and discouraged attendance at these events when 

I was aware of upcoming dates.  Ultimately, I found that the success of recruiting 

participants lay greatly on the support of the Principals and staff.  Recruitment was 

extremely challenging, and in the end, the participants I was able to solicit, were a result 

of a face to face meeting with the administrators where we looked at the student 

information data bases, pulled reports, and gathered contact information together.  One 

site refused to assist in any way despite repeated attempts, and the Principal was also 
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repeatedly unavailable for interviewing.  In the end, even with the help from Principals at 

the two sites recruitment was a challenge.  Despite the Principals making personal calls 

to parents and asking them for support, many were reluctant to participate, cancelled 

our scheduled meeting times and never responded to follow-up attempts.   This 

accounts for the limited participant pool in the study. 

Qualitative Interviews 

 Open-ended, semi-structured interviews were conducted to solicit the 

participants’ experiences over seeking enrollment in schools outside their child’s home 

attendance boundaries.  The interviews were audio-recorded (with permission), and 

transcribed.  The participants did not share any personal documents, but I did take some 

personal written notes during the interview to support my data analysis. Interviews were 

all conducted face to face with each participant. Since the purpose of the study was 

intended to probe participants for factors contributing to leaving the home school, the 

interview questions were crafted to include questions pertaining to social capital, 

mobility, and school choice options (see Appendices A and B for participant interview 

questions). 

Data Sources and Collection 

 Research was conducted at schools located in the Tucson Unified School District 

(TUSD), a large urban school district located in southern Arizona.  Data collection 

included state level and district level data for the district profile, and district archival data 

was also used for initial school sites selection.  As indicated previously, a list of 

prospective participants for the interviews were also obtained from district level records.  

Archival data was also be used to provide historical detail on the district, open-
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enrollment policies, and to describe background information on the sample school 

profiles. These profiles include:  free/reduced lunch rate, mobility rates, ethnic 

demographics, open-enrollment rates (current students using open-enrollment), school 

rankings (state letter grade and/or academic performance data) and each school’s Title I 

status. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

  Data analysis was conducted following an ethnography of narrative practice 

approach (interpretive).   Narrative inquiry looks to analyze the personal experience of 

the participant from which the researcher can then identify themes, provide explanations 

of, or make inferences about an event/experience, that move beyond the mere story in 

order to make meaning of the phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  

The data analysis followed an open coding method initially (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2006; Merriam, 2009), to identify categories, trends, or patterns related to open-

enrollment practices of parents; using an inductive approach then moving towards a 

slightly deductive mode once initial categories or themes have been identified. This was 

applied to all data sources for within-case and cross-case analysis.   

Validity 

 Participants were all given the opportunity to review transcripts as part of member 

checks, or respondent validation (Merriam, 2009).  With the exception of two 

participants, all received a copy of the transcripts, but none offered corrections or 

additional thoughts to the interview questions.  With the two participants who did not 

receive the transcripts, one declined the offer, and I was unable to locate the other; she 
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did not respond to calls or texts, and when I attempted to visit the home, there was an 

eviction noticed posted on the door.  In addition to the member checks, I also used a 

process of comparing and cross-checking my data, for triangulation (crystallization) in 

my analysis. This was done to support my findings since I had included multiple sources 

of evidence in my data collection.  The validity of the study was supported by the 

analysis of multiple participant perspectives (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 

Limitations 

 As described in the sampling section, my greatest limitations were related to 

recruitment, resulting in a smaller sample than anticipated.  I experienced inconsistent 

support and cooperation from both the school district and school sites, which affected 

my access to parents and their willingness to participate.  This subsequently has limited 

the presentation of the findings when reporting on trends and patterns since the sample 

size was not as robust as hoped.  A further limitation was related to the identification of 

the participants themselves. Although there were several conversations with the 

Principals and school staff about the parents I had hoped to recruit (those parents 

meeting my desired criteria), some of the participants did not fit this profile.  Additionally, 

the timing of the study played a role in the recruitment and willingness of school staff to 

assist in my recruitment efforts.  I had some extensive delays in obtaining the proper 

school, district, and university research permissions. These delays were beyond my 

control. Since each step in the process was dependent upon the responses of other 

parties in order to move forward, any delays affected the overall research permission 

process which began in late winter.  These delays caused the final research approvals 

to coincide with summer vacation; a time when schools are not in session.  Ensuing in a 
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change of school year for the research and requirement for new and updated 

permissions from the schools and district; a process that was again rather slow and 

required a lot of follow up to achieve.  As a result, my recruitment efforts were on hold 

until after the start of the new school year in August.  This unfortunately is a time when 

school leaders and their staffs are focused on the business of opening schools, and 

understandably, they were reluctant to offer their support at that time due to more 

pressing obligations. 

Researcher Positionality and Bias 

 Prior to conducting this study, I was an employee of the district where my 

research was located, however I have never worked directly at the school sites in my 

sample.  I had worked in this district as an administrator and teacher over the course of 

18 years.  Although my formal affiliation with the school district ended prior to any data 

collection activities, the extended years of employment within this district has provided 

me with extensive, personal background information of the organizational processes 

related to this study. I will further explain how this is relevant in the methods and data 

analysis sections to come, however I felt it was important to disclose my former 

affiliation with the district prior to introducing my findings and analysis. 

As explained above, when I first initiated my research, I was still in fact an acting 

principal of a high minority, low SES elementary school of the sample district, where I 

personally witnessed high mobility in my own school. In conversations with fellow 

administrators, we often spoke of our mobile student groups.  Conversations with 

Principals of schools who were in close geographic proximity to my school often led us 

to discuss families who were attending or had once attended our schools.  We found 
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that it was often the same children or families moving in and out of our same schools 

over a period of years.  Our schools were similar demographically and 

programmatically, and this prompted me to want to examine mobility in clusters of 

schools. At the time, the school district would track movement of students in and out of 

schools as entry and exit codes, but to my knowledge, they did not track geographic 

distance between the school moves, or compile data on where each individual student 

was going to or coming from when exercising open-enrollment options.   

As a school leader, a study of this type was important to me and my practice.  I 

saw highly mobile students struggle both academically and socially, and have families 

who were less engaged with the school; particularly if they did not live in the community.   

I found it was difficult to work on supports for these children and families because we did 

not fully understand what it was that prompted movement from one school to another.  It 

made me wonder if perhaps there were structural changes that needed to be made to 

the schools or curricular programs to best serve more students.  Or, perhaps there 

needed to be different processes for supporting families through the selection of the 

best educational setting for their child.  In short, I felt a study of this type would help 

inform my personal practice as well as providing insight for practitioners and leadership 

scholars 

Chapter Summary 

 In chapter three, I described the method I have used to identify patterns or trends 

in parents who utilize open-enrollment school choice options.  I have elected to use a 

qualitative, case-study approach for data collection because I believe the narratives of 

parents provide a more detailed account of their experiences related to school selection. 
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This chapter includes how schools and participants were selected, my method for data 

collection, and approach to data analysis.  I have accounted for validity of my study, and 

the study limitations have been set forth. The findings are presented in Chapter IV. 
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Chapter IV 

Data Analysis and Results 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, I will first provide a detailed profile of the school district, the school 

sites, and all participants. I will also provide a summary of relevant district history for 

Tucson Unified School District as it relates to school choice.  Following the profiles and 

background descriptions, I will describe my findings in relation to my research questions; 

noting any trends or patterns across participants and school sites.  The research 

questions were developed to support my examination of how parents at highly mobile, 

Title I schools in Arizona are using open-enrollment school choice options.  As noted in 

the Chapter one, mobility research for vulnerable groups suggests that multiple school 

enrollments are detrimental for some student populations and can present challenges in 

their academic success.  

By examining the participants’ responses, I hope to provide further insight into 

their motivations for making school moves, how school selections are made, and make 

note of what types of schools parents are moving as compared to the previous 

enrollment school.  I will also look at barriers affecting school choice for parents at the 

schools.  Finally, I will include the conversations of the school Principals as a means to 

further explain open-enrollment practices and perceptions in TUSD schools.  The names 

of the school district, school sites, and participants have been changed to protect the 

identity of the participants and organizations participating in this study.   
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District description. The Tucson Unified School District (TUSD) is located in 

Tucson, which is a large urban city in southern Arizona.  TUSD is a public school district 

that services students in grades pre-kindergarten through grade twelve.  The following 

profile data has been retrieved from the Arizona Department of Education’s website, and 

TUSD websites. TUSD is comprised of approximately 91 schools: 51 elementary 

schools, 14 mixed level (k-8, 3-8, and k-12), 12 middle schools, and 14 high school 

(these figures include alternative program schools).  Approximately 80 of the 89 schools 

receive Title I funding based on their percentage of students who qualify for free or 

reduced meals.  TUSD has been rated a “C” school in their last A-F State letter grade 

ranking (2013-2014) related to NCLB accountability labels.  The district graduation rate 

average is approximately 83%, attendance rates at approximately 92%, and the high 

school dropout rates are approximately 1%.  According to recent local news media 

publications and reports, TUSD has a current enrollment numbers of slightly above 

44,000 students. These figures could not be verified however through the school district 

or state government reports. Student ethnicity demographics were also not available or 

accessible through my search attempts and inquiries.   

The enrollment numbers are of interest because they reflect a declining 

enrollment trend that has been happening for several years. In fact, an independent 

auditor (Gibson, 2014) conducted an efficiency audit at the request of TUSD in 2014, 

and student enrollment at that time was reported to be at approximately 50,000 

students.  Media stories dating back to 2016 reported that drops in enrollment have 

been as drastic as dropping from 61,000 students (prior to 2014), to the current 

enrollment numbers of 44,000; this article cited charter school competition as one of the 

factors contributing to decline in enrollment (Tucson Unified Unveils, 2017).   In the past 
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ten years, TUSD has closed 20 schools as a result of declined enrollment and financial 

constraints (TUSD to Close, 2012). 

 As noted in district archival data, and media coverage of TUSD, declining 

enrollment and school closures have resulted in a focus on recruitment and retention 

actions as a means to stop or slow the decline.  In 2014, the district, along with input 

from various stake holders which included district staff, parents, and community 

members worked to develop a five-year strategic plan.  In the plan, the district detailed 

efforts to improve curriculum, communication, diversity, finance and facilities.  Efforts 

included increased student access to advanced learning opportunities and 

improvements to curricular offerings.  Additionally, fostering better home/school 

communications, improvements to school environments, and more skilled and diverse 

staff were included. The identified priorities were part of efforts to improve the overall 

district standing as well as way to compete with charters and neighboring school 

districts. To frame the timeline of the declines in enrollments, I will refer back to the 

legislation and policy section introduced in Chapter I of this study.  NCLB (2001) 

legislation had paved the way to privatization and schools were feeling pressure from 

accountability labels.  Arizona had passed legislation allowing the creation of public 

charters, and school choice through open-enrollment options were now mandatory. At 

this time, it was also estimated that Arizona had over 600 public charter schools; with 

enrollment at these charters reaching over 165,000 students.  

 TUSD also adopted their own internal policies to help manage enrollments and 

choice.  Three main policies under a general regulation title of “School Choice and 

General Attendance” were put in place. These policies contain the following items within 
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each regulation:  1. School choice procedures for application to schools outside the 

home boundary, continuance in participation (conditions for), transportation, special 

education placements, and appeals; 2.  Definition of choice terminology, conditions for 

application or exceptions to application, and basic application processes (lottery); and 3.  

Choice in relation to overlapping attendance zones.  With regard to policy number two 

listed above, there is a complicated history associated with this policy due to a 

desegregation court order. I will provide a brief summary of the history related to this 

court order in the following section to further define the district profile.   

 Desegregation and unitary status.  In the early 1970’s, a court order was brought 

against TUSD (Fisher-Mendoza v.TUSD, 1974).  In this original order, parents brought 

suit against the district charging segregation and discrimination of African-American 

students.  This original suit was later consolidated with another suit of similar allegations 

associated with Mexican-American students.  Dating back to the 1950’s TUSD 

encountered issues of repeated segregation of students and discrimination.  Six schools 

were at the center of the suit.  However, discrimination practices and segregation were 

found in close to 30 schools throughout the district.  Many were racially imbalanced and 

there was not a defined desegregation plan in place (López, 2016).  A settlement 

agreement was reached with TUSD that included closing schools, creating magnet 

schools, and setting a clear desegregation plan in place in efforts to integrate the 

schools. The district was under court supervision from 1978-2009.  In 2009-2011, the 

court order was lifted and TUSD was declared to be in unitary status, pending the 

submission of an acceptable post-unitary status plan. However in 2011, the courts found 

that TUSD had not monitored desegregation actions closely, and full implementation of 

desegregation plans had not been achieved (López, 2016).  Magnet schools had been a 
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large response to the issues of access and desegregation, but Black and Latino 

students were not benefitting from the magnet focus as anticipated. Schools were not 

integrated and issues of access came to the forefront (López, 2016).  As a result, the 

unitary status was revoked, and TUSD was once again placed under court supervision 

with a Special Master appointed to oversee desegregation efforts.  With the new Unitary 

Status Plan (USP), the Special Master’s role was to review any desegregation related 

items before they were put into practice (Fisher-Mendoza v. TUSD, 1974).   

 Under the USP, the Special Master’s role grew to include a review of all hiring, 

assignment of personnel, and professional development.  With new oversight from the 

courts, the plaintiffs, and the Special Master, TUSD worked to define their open-

enrollment protocols, and embedded language related to race within these policies.  

This language addressed open-enrollment provisions for general admission and 

admission to oversubscribed6 schools, when the student’s ethnicity would help balance 

the enrollment demographics. Related to this, the USP included provisions for 

monitoring school enrollments and the identification of and labeling of schools as being 

racially concentrated7 or integrated8. Management of magnet programs included staff to 

oversee the programs and enrollment.  Additionally, staff were hired for the purposes of 

recruiting, retaining, and managing personnel to include a focus on recruiting Latino and 

African-American candidates in administrative and certificated positions. The USP 

                                                           
6 An oversubscribed school is one where more children are applying to attend there than there are spots available for 

them. In the case of TUSD, a process was outlined in the open-enrollment policies to include:  weighted criteria, 

lottery, and admission priority provisions. 
7 A racially concentrated school is any school in which any racial or ethnic group exceeds 70% of the school’s total 

enrollment, and any other school specifically defined as such by the Special Master in consultation with the Parties 

(Fisher-Mendoza v. TUSD, 1974). 
8 An integrated school is any school in which no racial or ethnic group varies from the district average for that grade 

level by more than +/- 15 percent points, and in which no single racial or ethnic group exceeds 70% of the school’s 

enrollment (Fisher-Mendoza v. TUSD, 1974). 
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further extended to include language addressing transportation, family outreach (e.g. 

supports, recruitment fairs, and communication), development of web-based school 

choice information resources, the facilitation of choice application processes, and staff 

development/training, to further name some of the primary provisions.  However, the 

USP extended into many more organizational practices. 

As you can see with both TUSD’s strategic plan, and the federal desegregation 

court order, both focused on improving educational choices for students with a particular 

focus on African-American and Latino students.  These plans permeated TUSD and 

influenced day to day practices to a great extent.   The business of running the district 

and schools underwent change, and these changes were heavily communicated to all 

parties on a regular basis.  Stakeholder involvement also became a requirement of the 

USP. In short, the USP and strategic plan drove how TUSD conducted business on 

many levels, affecting all students, parents, staff, and operations. 

 Personal Account 

As a former employee and school administrator, I witnessed firsthand the 

changes that were taking place related to the USP and strategic plan.  With increased 

accountability for equity, access, and desegregation, attention was shifted to curricular 

improvements (district curriculum and specialized options), a reduction in student 

disciplinary incidents, and staff development to complement the implementation of these 

new areas of focus.  Along with changes to student programs and practices, I witnessed 

an increased focus on recruitment efforts by TUSD.  School recruitment/choice fairs 

were held one or more times per year, with the expectations of school leaders to attend 

these fairs, prepared with promotional documents for their schools along with an inviting 
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display that would elicit interest in your school.  Many schools took this to the next level 

by offering ‘give-away’ items that ranged from small token items (e.g. stickers, candy, 

pencils) to very pricey items (e.g. water bottles, calculators, Frisbees, t-shirts).  Even the 

level of displays grew from a simple poster to more elaborate displays which included 

professionally printed banners, computerized video displays, embroidered table cloths, 

and other personalized items to make their displays more visually appealing.  The 

challenging part was trying to ‘sell’ a school that was rated a “D” or “F,” or one that had a 

reputation of discipline, academic, or staffing challenges.  Schools were essentially 

competing with others in the room who may have had higher rankings, magnet or 

specialized programs, and all were schools within the same district.   

Additionally, the fair itself forced the school Principal and accompanying staff to 

become salespeople of sorts. You had to engage the public, be assertive, and 

charismatic.  This role made some administrators very uncomfortable since some were 

not extroverts.  This affected interactions with the public.  Some schools were more 

popular with parents than others, and to my knowledge, there were no data collected on 

the outcomes of the fairs. However, with the USP court order resurfacing, the fairs 

transitioned to become more selective in the types of schools represented. The most 

recent fairs (2016-2017) included only schools with a magnet focus, those offering 

advanced learning opportunities (e.g. gifted and talented education programs, dual 

language programs), or with some fairs, schools who were severely under-enrolled, as 

those invited and required to attend.  Recruitment, retention, and choice opportunities 

were also actively promoted through home-school communications (face to face 

presentations, calls, and flyers), home mailings, billboards, television and radio 

advertisements, on-line media, and social media applications. 
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 In addition to the recruitment fairs, there was shift toward positive publicity. TUSD 

has a media relations department dedicated to managing the school district’s publicity.  

Among their duties, were managing all communications with families and community, 

and maintaining technology based communications such as the website and social 

media based accounts.  Schools were required to communicate with the district about 

any positive news such as events, achievements, recognitions, or activities taking place 

on their campus.  Schools had expectations placed upon them regarding events, with 

schools expected to host particular events at set times throughout the year.  These 

events and activities were then posted on the district webpages as well as through 

social media outlets (e.g. Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube) and events were 

shared with local news entities.  Positive stories were also added to most school board 

meeting agendas and frequently included school staff, students or parents presenting 

the stories and achievements.  The politics of the district often resulted in great media 

attention. The incorporation of positive stories and acknowledgements in board 

meetings served the purpose of communicating positive, upward movement of the 

district while also providing evidence of complying with USP mandates.   

To summarize, TUSD shifted towards a focus on recruitment, retention, and 

school choice for a multitude of reasons that included: legislation, policy, and court 

mandates, while struggling to deter declining enrollments.  The result has been 

increased attention and communication to parents about choice and open-enrollment 

options. This communication has been continued to date, and delivered via numerous 

communication platforms to include home mailings, telephone calls, social media (e.g. 

Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube), as well as the communication messages 

delivered via district webpages and newsletters/flyers sent home with students. As a 
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result, most parents have at least been informed of choice, even though they may not 

know how to actively navigate the process.  Parents know choice exists.  The challenge 

for TUSD in some ways has been finding the balance between communication about 

choice and parental choice actions.  There is no current system to manage choice in a 

way that benefits one school without potentially challenging another, or promoting 

choice without inadvertently encouraging movement that may drive some students 

outside the district, since choice extends beyond geographic boundaries in Arizona. 

Choice cannot is not exclusive to the boundaries of TUSD. 

School Site Description 

 My initial study called for three school sites to be included in this multi-case 

study. However, due to challenges with participation and recruitment of participants, my 

study has been limited to two sites.  The two sites are Carter Elementary school, and 

Crest Elementary school. They are described as follows. 

 Carter Elementary School.  Carter is located in the southern part of the school 

district.  Enrollment is approximately 295 students.  Carter services students from 

preschool to grade five.  They have an inclusive pre-school program, and also a self-

contained special needs classroom for children of grades three to five.  The classroom 

is called a cross-categorical placement since the students’ disabilities range in type and 

severity.  Carter is designated as a school-wide Title I school with 85% of the students 

qualifying for free or reduced federal meals, and Carter’s student mobility rates are 

approximately 45%.  The demographic breakdown of students is as follows:  1% Anglo, 

2% African American, 95% Hispanic, 1% Native American, and 1% multi-racial.  

Approximately 38 students (13%) at Carter are attending school through the open-
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enrollment option.  The Principal of the school states that they are currently working on 

two programmatic goals. The first is working on getting all teachers endorsed in gifted 

and talented educational strategies, with the expectation that in the near future all 

classrooms will integrate this type of pedagogy into their practices.  The other focus is 

the integration of fine arts into the curriculum. Carter offers a free of cost after-school 

program that includes both enrichment and academic classes funded through a 21st 

CCLC grant.  In the fall of 2017, the preliminary letter grade assigned to Carter by the 

Arizona Department of Education’s accountability system ranked Carter as an “F” 

school, however that letter grade is currently under review.   

 Crest Elementary School.  Crest is located in the northern part of the school 

district.  Enrollment is approximately at 350 students. Crest is similar to Carter in that it 

also services students in preschool through fifth grade. Crest has a special needs 

preschool program, and also houses an emotional disability self-contained special 

needs classrooms.  Crest is designated as a school-wide Title I school, with 75% of the 

students at Crest qualifying for free or reduced federal meals.  The mobility at Crest is 

60%.  The demographic breakdown of students is as follows:  21% Anglo, 15% African 

American, 57% Hispanic, 2% Native American, 1% Asian, and 4% multi-racial.  

Approximately 13 students (4%) at Crest are attending school through the open-

enrollment option The Principal of the school was newly appointed to the position. At the 

time of the interview with her, she was not very familiar with the school itself so therefore 

could not offer much more detail on specific school programs. In the fall of 2017, the 

preliminary letter grade assigned to Carter by the Arizona Department of Education’s 

accountability system ranked Crest as a “C” school.   
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Principal Participant Descriptions 

 Two school Principals were interviewed for the study; one from Carter 

Elementary School, and one from Crest Elementary School.  Both Principals are Anglo 

women over the age of 45, and have less than two years as acting Principals of their 

school sites. See Table 1 for the Overview of the Principal participants. 

 Catherine Lewis – Carter Elementary.  Ms. Lewis is an Anglo, female in her late 

40’s. She has been working in TUSD for 10 years. She began teaching in TUSD, and 

has moved from working in a teaching role to working as an Instructional Specialist for 

approximately five years.  From this position, she transitioned into a Curriculum 

Specialist role, which was similar to the Instructional Specialist however the position had 

some minor difference in their job description and minimum requirements.  Following 

this position she obtained an Assistant Principalship at another elementary school 

where she worked for one year.  She was completing her first full year as Principal of 

Carter when I interviewed her.  She is a relatively new administrator, but not new to 

Carter. She had previously work as the Instructional Specialist position there prior to her 

moving into the Assistant Principal role. Her professional education experience has 

been primarily at the elementary level with a brief time at a K-8 school.  All of her 

employment sites have been at school-wide, Title I schools, with high minority student 

populations.   

 Michelle Kraft – Crest Elementary.  Mrs. Kraft has worked at TUSD for 

approximately five years.  She has more than 25 years working in the education field at 

many levels, and has worked at numerous schools throughout Arizona.  Michelle has 

worked as a general education teacher, teacher of English language learner students, 
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as a self-contained teacher of special needs students, and as an Instructional Specialist 

and reading coach. Her work history has also included her role as an Assistant Director 

of Student Achievement, Assistant Principalships at several different school sites in 

different cities, and working as a magnet coordinator.  This is her first appointment as 

the Principal of a school site; and she served as the Assistant Principal of two different 

TUSD schools in the past two years prior to this appointment.  She has mentioned quite 

a few mid-year employment/position changes in her work history, but did not elaborate 

on these moves.  Some were within the same district, but some were changes in 

districts.  She also added that when her own children were young, she would volunteer 

in schools often and once served as the PTA President at the school where her children 

were enrolled.  Michelle has listed her work history to be mostly at the primary level in 

elementary schools.  However, there have been times when she worked with older 

students up to eighth grade through her work as a magnet coordinator.  Of the schools 

she has worked in with TUSD, all were school-wide Title I schools with high minority 

student populations.  With Mrs. Kraft’s interview, since she did not have any experience 

with Crest itself, many of her responses were based on her previous experiences in 

TUSD schools.  Mrs. Kraft is an Anglo female in her 50’s.   

Parent Participant Descriptions 

 Three parent participants were interviewed from each school site for a total of six 

parents.  Three from Carter Elementary, and three from Crest Elementary.  Each parent 

has utilized open enrollment at least once in their child’s educational career. Their 

profiles are described below and followed by a parent participant overview in Table 2. 
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 Carina Allen – Carter Elementary.  Ms. Allen is the parent of a daughter and son. 

Her daughter Sarah, is a third grader, and her son Sam, is in kindergarten.  Her children 

and the children’s father live together in the home.  The family is Anglo.  They have a 

vehicle and both parents are employed.  Carina is an overnight caregiver and the 

children’s father is a tattoo artist. Ms. Allen did not share her income status nor marital 

status, but indicated that they own their home.  Originally, when the eldest child began 

school, Carter was the family’s home school and the family lived within the Carter 

boundaries. When the family changed residences to their current home, the family 

decided to keep their daughter at the same school and then enrolled their son at the 

school when he became school age.  Her son attended pre-school at Carter last year.  

The both Allen children currently attend Carter under open-enrollment. The Allen family 

currently lives approximately 8 miles from the school, which is approximately a 20 

minute drive each way.  The Allen children have only attended one school (Carter) 

throughout their educational careers. 

 Selena Alvarez – Carter Elementary.  Ms. Alvarez is a single parent of a daughter 

Angelina, who is in first grade.  The family is of Native American descent.  She is 

expecting her second child in the spring, and the family is currently homeless and living 

in a hotel. Her lodgings are a result of placement in this location from the local homeless 

shelter.  Ms. Alvarez is not employed and does not own a vehicle. She relies on public 

transportation to get around the city.  The family’s current residence is approximately 6 

miles away from the school.  Selena shared that her family has a long history of 

homelessness.  She and her daughter were living in a homeless shelter when her 

daughter began kindergarten.  At that time, she enrolled her daughter in a school close 

to the shelter. After two months in kindergarten, she switched Angelina’s school to 
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Carter Elementary for reasons having to with her living situation and staying with a 

friend.  Selena stated Angelina was not attending Carter on open enrollment and has 

never used open enrollment, however school documents indicate that she is utilizing this 

choice option. Selena did acknowledge that she was not entirely sure on if she had filled 

out open-enrollment forms. Ms. Alvarez states that her daughter has been on McKinney-

Vento9 status off and on throughout the past couple of years, and has filled out 

numerous forms and has had to have some documents notarized.  At the time of the 

interview, the school had no knowledge of the Alvarez family living in the hotel shelter 

and noted that Angelina has a history of chronic absenteeism, with large gaps in 

attendance.  Ms. Alvarez shared that her daughter has difficulty with anxiety and often 

cries at school and upon arrival at school. Angelina was present for the interview which 

took place during the school day. Angelina has attended two schools in her educational 

career. 

 Susanna Medina – Carter Elementary.  Ms. Medina’s family is made up of her 

husband, and two sons.  They are a Hispanic family. Her eldest son John, has been 

attending Carter for four years, and is currently in 1st grade.  Her son had received a 

special placement into the two-year preschool program at Carter that is for children with 

disabilities.  Her youngest son Michael, is also in the same special needs preschool 

program and is on his second year of this program.  Ms. Medina is currently working as 

a campus monitor at Carter, but had previously not been employed for many years. She 

was a stay-at-home mom and she stated that “this is my first time back at work, so 

                                                           
9 McKinney-Vento is a homeless education assistance program that falls under the Mc-Kinney Vento Homeless 
Assistance Act which was originally enacted in 1987, and reauthorized in 2015 under the Every Student Succeeds 
Act (ESSA).  The Act provides funding and resources to ensure homeless children have equal opportunities and 
access to education.  Provisions for transportation, and school choice are included within the act.  The McKinney-
Vento Act falls under Title 42 of ESSA.  (42 US Code §§11431-11435) 
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easing my way back into the workforce.”  Her husband works as a nurse, and she also 

indicated that she had some extended schooling in her history as well, but did not 

elaborate.  The Medina children are currently attending Carter on open-enrollment.  

They live approximately 25 miles from the school, in a rural area outside the city.  Both 

parents have their own vehicle and Susanna transports the children to and from school 

daily.  The family’s residential history is complex.  Susanna shared that she herself was 

born and raised in the city, but she later moved to California and then Montana before 

returning to Arizona.  When they arrived in Arizona, the family stayed with her mother, 

whose home was in the attendance boundary of a school approximately three miles 

from Carter Elementary.  Enrollment at Carter was the result of the preschool placement 

offered to her eldest son after his evaluation by the TUSD special needs department. 

Shortly following this placement, the Medina family bought a home right across the 

street from Carter, but later sold the home and purchased their residence outside the 

city.  This is what necessitated the use of open-enrollment. However, Susanna confided 

that she is using her mother’s address for this option since the family’s home is outside 

the district boundaries.  Although her children might be able to attend Carter, it might 

exclude them from the special needs placement program.  Both children are receiving 

speech and occupational therapy as part of their learning supports.  John, Susanna’s 

eldest son has also qualified for the gifted and talented education program. The Medina 

children have only attended one school (Carter) throughout their educational careers. 

 Becky Smith – Crest Elementary.  Ms. Smith is a single parent of two children.  

The Smiths are an Anglo family.  Ms. Smith has a four year old daughter Aimee, and a 

seven year old son Jack, who was attending Crest Elementary in a second grade 

classroom.  Ms. Smith was also the parent of a 19 year old son who committed suicide 



MOBILITY, CHOICE, & MOTIVATIONS:  PARENTAL USE OF OPEN ENROLLMENT IN ARIZONA TITLE 1 SCHOOLS      80 

 

 

about a month ago, while he was incarcerated.  Becky stated that the family has a long 

history of drug addiction and that this contributed to her son’s death while in prison.  Ms. 

Smith has a vehicle and stated that she is employed, but she has been on leave due to 

her son’s death and dealing with this family tragedy. The family had been living in an 

apartment, but when member checks were attempted, Ms. Smith did not respond to 

telephone calls or texts.  In attempts to reach her at home, I found there was an eviction 

notice posted on the door, and no sign of the family was observed.  When I first began 

my research, Jack was enrolled at Crest Elementary school. His home school was 

Walker Elementary, which is approximately three miles away from Crest.  At the time of 

the interview however, Becky had withdrawn Jack from Crest, and re-enrolled him at 

Walker.  Jack had attended Walker elementary for kindergarten and first grade, then 

changed schools to go to Crest in second grade using open-enrollment for this 

transition.  Jack only attended Crest for the first two months of the school year before 

the most recent move.  With the recent school change back to Walker, this makes three 

enrollments (moves in and out of schools) in Jack’s educational career. Unfortunately, I 

was unable to find out any further information about Jack’s enrollment status at Walker 

elementary following the family’s eviction from their apartment.  In sharing a little further 

information about the history of Jack’s schooling needs, Becky shared that Jack has an 

individual education plan (IEP) to support a learning disability.  She indicated that it 

takes longer for Jack to process information, is behind his peers on learning, and that he 

has “ADHD really bad.” 

 Socorro Ramos – Crest Elementary.  Ms. Ramos is the grandmother of Robert, 

“Bobby,” whom she has legal guardianship over since 2003, when Bobby was an infant.  

Bobby’s mother is minimally involved in Bobby’s life at present, and has not wanted or 
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been able to care for Bobby in the past according to Mrs. Ramos.  Bobby’s mother is the 

daughter of Ms. Ramos.  The Ramos family is of Hispanic descent.  Bobby is a fifth 

grader at Crest. He has an individual education plan (IEP) for learning disabilities, and 

he was retained in kindergarten.  Ms. Ramos stated that although she has had 

guardianship over Bobby, he has not always lived with her.  She indicated he was 

attending school in a district outside of TUSD before she “took him.”  Under her care, 

Ricky also has attended the home school near Ms. Ramos’ residence, Barton 

Elementary, before attending Crest using open-enrollment.  Barton and Crest schools 

are located less than two miles apart from one another.  Ms. Ramos is employed. She 

cleans homes for a living, and has a vehicle.  She does not transport Bobby to and from 

school, but has enrolled him at a child care facility directly across the street from Barton 

Elementary, that provides transportation to and from Crest for Bobby.  This is Bobby’s 

second year at Crest.  The Ramos family lives in a government-assisted housing 

residence for low-income families.  Also living in the home is Ms. Ramos’ adult son, 

Jesus.  I mention Jesus, because Ms. Ramos shared some history about Jesus’ school 

experiences that also included exercising school choice and enrollment at a charter after 

dropping out of high school.  Some of his history will be shared in the results sections to 

follow. According to Socorro’s recollection, Bobby has had three enrollments/school 

moves in his educational history. 

 Tina Haynes – Crest Elementary.  Ms. Haynes is a single parent, and the parent 

of two children.  Her son Nathan, is an 11 year old, in 6th grade, but does not currently 

live with her. He attends school in a town on the outskirts of the metropolitan city. 

Nathan lives with his biological father.  Ms.  Haynes daughter, Mariah lives with her 

presently, as does Ms. Haynes’ boyfriend, Steven Garcia. Mr. Garcia contributed his 
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thoughts and opinions on some of the interview questions, but these were limited 

responses and differed from Ms. Haynes on some topics.  Mariah is eight years old and 

is currently in third grade at Crest.  Mariah is multi-racial of Hispanic, African-American, 

and Anglo heritage.  Both Ms. Haynes and Mr. Garcia are employed but their 

transportation is limited to one vehicle which they share. Tina relies mostly on the public 

bus system to get around the city, including going to and from work. The family currently 

lives in an apartment rental that is a few blocks away from Crest Elementary.  Crest is 

the home school for the Haynes family.  However, this is the second school Mariah has 

attended. Mariah has only attended this school since January of last school year. So a 

total of one semester of second grade and at present the first quarter of her third grade 

year.  Her first school she attended was Dryden Elementary, a school located a little 

over two miles from Crest Elementary.  Ms. Haynes utilized the open-enrollment option 

for Mariah’s enrollment at Dryden.  With regard to Nathan, Ms. Haynes’ son, she did not 

provide detail on how her son had enrolled at various schools, but she did indicate that 

he has had a lot of movement.  Nathan was enrolled at Dryden in Kindergarten through 

third grade, changed schools, came back to Dryden in fourth grade, then has moved to 

a school in the new town where he lives.  The move away from Dryden was due to 

Nathan’s father changing residences.  Tina shared that Nathan’s father worked very 

early in the morning, so the reason for Nathan’s return to Dryden had to do with Tina 

being able to help get the children off to school every morning.  Nathan’s father would 

drop him off at Tina’s home daily on his way to work.  Tina did not share if Nathan was 

using her home address for this enrollment, or which address was used for enrollment at 

Dryden.  However, in strong likelihood, Nathan was also utilizing open-enrollment in this 

case, since Mariah’s enrollment at Dryden was under this enrollment option at the time.  
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On a final note, Tina added that the children would take the public bus to get to and from 

school when they were attending Dryden. Even to date, she states that Mariah walks 

home alone, and she has to call in when she gets home. Mom is working and cannot be 

there to pick up her daughter at dismissal. She shared that she monitors her safety via a 

daily cell phone call after school.  “I got her a government phone10 just for that purpose.” 

Tina did not share any further information about Nathan and his present educational 

setting or circumstances related to his schooling. 

Participant Overviews 

Tables 1 and 2 contain a brief overview of both the Principal and Parent 

participants.  These tables provide a quick comparison of the participants, highlighting 

key characteristics about their family and home-life circumstances as shared with me 

during their interviews.  Some participants were more open about sharing personal 

information and circumstances.  While others were more guarded; particularly about 

sharing information related to their current financial status or personal relationship 

status.  

                                                           
10 A government phone, or “Obama Phone” as they are often referred to, are free cell phones provided to 
struggling low income families and individuals. The current program can be predated back to the Reagan 
Administration when the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) worked to create a means to subsidize access 
to communication services.  The enactment of the Telecommunications Act (1996), and proposed funding through 
the Universal Access Initiative, led to the Lifeline Assistance Program, which presently provides the free cellular 
phones. The Lifeline Assistance Program, or “Obama Phone” program, is currently managed by the FCC, and not 
funded through the government or taxpayers.  The Lifeline Assistance program is associated with President Barack 
Obama’s administration, since it gained popularity at this time, however previous Presidents also worked to 
support the Telecommunications Act. Congress passed the original Telecommunications Act in 1934.    
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Table 1.  Principal Participant Overview 

School Name 
Length of time 

at site 
Years in 

education 
Prior Education positions 

held 
Grade levels of positions 

held 

Carter Catherine 
Lewis 

2nd year at 
school site; 

2nd year 
Principal 

10 years Teacher 
Instructional Specialist 
Curriculum Specialist 

Assistant Principal 
 
 

Elementary 
and Limited experience 

with 6th-8th grades 

Crest Michelle 
Kraft 

Newly 
appointed – 

beginning her 
first year as a 

Principal 

25+ years Teacher 
Instructional Specialist 

Reading Specialist 
Assistant Director 

Magnet Coordinator 
Assistant Principal 

Early elementary and 
Limited experience in 6th-

8th grades 
District level staff 

 

Table 2.  Parent Participant Overview 

School Name 

Parents/ 
guardia
n living 

with 
child in 

the 
home 

School-
Enrolled 

Children & 
grade levels 

Ethnicity of 
Child/ 

Children 

Number 
of 

Enroll-
ments 

Home 
residence 

type 

Transportation 
method 

Carter Carina Allen 2 Son in 3rd  
grade and 
daughter in 

kinder 
 

 
Anglo 

1 Owns home Has vehicle 

Carter Selena Alvarez 1 Daughter, 1st 
grade 

 
Native 

American 

2 Homeless; 
living in hotel 

shelter 
 

City bus 

Carter Susana Medina 2 Two sons, 
preschool 

and1st grade 
 

Hispanic 1 Owns home Has vehicle 

Crest Becky Smith 1 Son, 2nd 
grade 

Anglo 3 Apartment 
rental; 

recently 
evicted 

 

Has vehicle 

Crest Socorro Ramos 1 Grandson, 5th 
grade 

Hispanic 3 Living in 
government 
paid housing 

 

Has vehicle 

Crest Tina Haynes 
 

*Contributing to this 
interview was Ms. 
Haynes’ boyfriend, 

Steven Garcia 

1 Daughter, 3rd 
grade 

Multi-racial 2 Apartment 
rental 

City bus 
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Findings 

 The purpose of my study was to examine how families in highly mobile, Arizona 

Title I schools exercise choice through open-enrollment options.  In this section, I will 

present my findings in relation to the research questions stated in Chapter 1.  The 

analysis of the qualitative interviews has included attention to recurring patterns or 

themes found through the participants’ narrations; noting any similarities and differences 

that emerged through my inquiries.  I have not included a summary of every detail 

communicated by the participant, to avoid irrelevance or redundancy, but have 

attempted to organize their statements in a manner that best communicates their 

thoughts, and summarizes their experience.  When appropriate, I have included direct 

quotes from the participants to best convey the messages they were expressing.   

I have once again listed the research questions that have guided my study below.  

As I present my findings, I will also list each question again, as a means to organize the 

data analysis associated with each question.   

1. What prompts families in high poverty schools to use open enrollment policies 
and with what frequency? 
 

2. What characteristics of a school (e.g. curriculum, programs, test scores, staff 

interactions, parent involvement, discipline, etc.) are these families looking for 

when selecting a school other than their home school? 

 

3. What is the geographic distance between new school selections and the home 

school, and what role does distance from the home school to new school play if 

any?   

 
 
Research Question 1 

 
What prompts families in high poverty schools to use open enrollment policies 
and with what frequency? 
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 When examining the motivations that have prompted families from Crest and 

Carter to utilize open-enrollment, school choice options, four primary themes emerged. 

They are:  1. Issues of safety, 2. Happiness of the child. 3. An event triggering the move.  

4. Home/School relationships.  These themes overlap somewhat in some of the 

narratives. For some families it has not been a single factor causing a move, but rather a 

combination of factors which can prompt or influence a choice to stay or leave a school.   

Since the themes are interwoven within the participant responses, my analysis has been 

organized by participant to allow for a more fluid representation of the findings.  Some 

parents responses did not include all themes, but those that were communicated are 

detailed below. 

 Carina Allen – Carter Elementary.  Ms. Allen, has two children attending Carter 

Elementary. She shared that although they had moved out of the area, they had chosen 

to remain at Carter because they were happy with the Principal, teachers and school in 

general.  She added that her children were happy at Carter and when they had moved 

out of the area, they thought “it would be better just to stay here rather than just switch 

my daughter schools.”   She indicated that they had initially considered moving the 

children to their new neighborhood school, but it did not receive good reviews. She 

stated, “you know the school that the kids is in their district, the safety is not very good 

there.”  When I asked her how she knew that, she stated she had used Google to search 

information about the new school, and found parent commentary indicating the staff had 

let students walk off campus among other negative comments about safety and 

supervision.  When referencing Crest and what she liked about the school, she said, 

“We really like this school. It’s safe you know?” When probing Ms. Allen on how she 
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would select a school for her children in the future, she stated, “Honestly, the safety, like 

the reviews.  You know the safety and you know you can’t really tell how teachers react 

until they go there. But safety is the main thing.”  For the Allen family, safety and 

happiness of the children were the primary factors considered when using open 

enrollment. 

 Selena Alvarez – Carter Elementary.  Ms. Alvarez did not share any experiences 

directly related to the school as being a factor for enrollment changes, but rather has 

experienced events in her life that have affected her housing situation and daughter’s 

enrollment.  Being homeless, and not having a permanent residence are events in the 

Alvarez family that have impacted school choice greatly.  Ms. Alvarez did not reference 

safety, academics, programs, or resources, but she did mention home/school 

relationships, and relationships in general as affecting her perception of the schools.  

She mentioned that at Angelina’s first school, they “didn’t pay as much attention to the 

students.” She also felt that at Carter it was a “nicer school than the other.”  Selena 

reference class size and students getting enough attention several times.  She felt that 

the previous school “had a lot more students in the classroom so they can’t keep an eye 

on them.”  Ms. Alvarez had shared that Angelina greatly suffers from separation anxiety 

and this is why the attention component was very important to her.  She felt her 

daughter requires more emotional attention, and has appreciated the Carter’s staff 

allowing her to sit in class with her daughter for a while to calm her.  For Selena, the 

emotional well-being of her daughter is a primary factor to consider in school choice. 

These factors are connected to home/school relationships but can also be connected 

indirectly with student safety. 
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Susanna Medina - Carter Elementary.  Susanna Medina, also mentioned safety 

in our conversation.  Susanna is currently employed at Carter, and her family lives 25 

miles away from the school, yet she and her husband have chosen to keep the children 

at the school because they have been very pleased with the supports and academics 

the children have received.  Additionally, prior to her working at Carter, she was a very 

active parent who regularly volunteered her time and helped coordinate and organize 

school events.  Due to her active involvement, Susanna developed a close relationship 

with the staff at Crest.  She stated that “everyone knew me by name…and when the 

monitor position came up, they actually asked me if I was looking into work,” She noted 

that she always felt welcome at the school, and that there has been a strong sense of 

community and humor at the school.  

When I asked Susanna about what was important to her with regard to school 

characteristics, she spoke at length about her children receiving the proper resources 

and supports for their disabilities, but she also noted safety was a priority.  She 

acknowledged that a move would make her children unhappy, particularly due to the 

loss of established friendships.  However, despite loving the school and feeling very 

connected, she was adamant. “I would move them if they weren’t safe. I’m sorry, I would 

move them.  It’s about them.”  When I probed this further, and asked her if they would 

move based on programmatic factors (e.g. her children were offered a different 

placement with better supports or resources), she indicated that a move was not out of 

the question.  “It would be a very long conversation. I would have to go visit the school. I 

wouldn’t change them just to change them. I would have to find out a lot more 

information. You know if it’s going to benefit them, how?”  What is interesting about Mrs. 

Medina is the family’s motivation for remaining at Carter were very much tied to the 
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home/school relationship along with the academic programs and resources, however, if 

safety were a concern, there would be no discussion on a move.  Yet, the other factors 

were negotiable.  For the Medina family, the primary factors determining school 

selection are overtly related to programmatic needs and home/school relationships, but 

safety would come into play if ever there were issues with this. 

Becky Smith – Crest Elementary.  During my first communication with Ms. Smith 

over the telephone, she wanted to share an event that had taken place at Walker 

Elementary.  Her son had been sent to the Principal’s office for disruptive behavior in 

the computer lab and she was angry with the Principal for allowing her son to then use 

the computer in his office. She restated that incident at the onset of our face to face 

interview.  She indicated that the staff at Walker Elementary were too nice and not 

holding her son accountable for his behavior and this is what prompted the move from 

Walker to Crest.  She shared that the teacher was “letting Jack get away with entirely 

too much and he had no respect for her basically and that was where the problems were 

basically.”  She implied that her son’s behavior was an issue. “It was getting bad,” so 

this was the reason she switched schools initially.  However, the change only lasted for 

two months.  While Jack was attending Crest, the family experienced a tragedy with the 

death of Jack’s older brother.  This event led to many negative interactions with the staff 

at Crest due to extended absences and tardies following the tragedy.  Becky cited 

strong conversations with the front office staff.  “They were not understanding of the 

situation with my oldest son. I mean, I bring Jack late three times a week for two weeks 

and uh I just felt like they were giving me a hard time.”  She added that the front office 

was insisting on a written doctor’s note to excuse Jack for leaving early to prepare 

funeral arrangements; Becky stated that this resulted in an argument with the front office 
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staff.  She called them “super rude” more than once during our conversation.  Becky 

went on to add that she never felt welcome by the staff at Crest, and they were rude to 

her often.  She was also not happy with the teachers, and felt that they were not good 

about communicating with her about Jack’s progress on his IEP goals.  When compared 

to the staff at Walker, Becky felt the teachers at Crest were not communicating by phone 

or email regularly as they had at Walker.  She added that she was not told about his 

progress or if he was missing homework assignments.  She felt this contributed to her 

not feeling like Crest was meeting the overall needs of her child.  This contradicted 

some of the earlier comments about Walker Elementary.  As our interview progressed, 

and comparing the two schools and staff in particular, Becky had high praise for the staff 

at Walker, although initially she had been displeased with how they handled her son’s 

behavior.  

To add to Ms. Smith’s displeasure with Crest, Jack was not happy. He missed his 

friends at Walker Elementary.  Becky stated that Jack had felt more comfortable at 

Walker.  The combination of being displeased with the staff at Crest on top of Jack’s 

happiness prompted the move back to Walker.  Through the course of the interview, 

Becky acknowledged that perhaps neither her nor Jack had given Crest a “fair shot” but 

because of the emotional circumstances happening at the time. Returning to Walker, 

where Jack was more comfortable seemed like the right choice.  Becky made reference 

to another traumatic event that had happened when Jack was in kindergarten, and this 

creating an attachment between Jack and one of the Walker teachers.  They had a 

developed a bond. She did not elaborate on the details of this event. However, there 

were again some contradictions in what Ms. Smith was saying about Walker.  She 

highlighted close relationships, but then made odd comments about a conversation with 
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the Principal where she felt the Principal had lied about having to make a call to child 

protective services. Some of the comments appeared unconnected and unsolicited at 

times. It was difficult to pin point the root causes for her changing her son’s school.  On 

one hand, she indicated that her son’s behavior and uncomfortable interactions with 

staff had contributed to the need for a move away from Walker, then described the move 

away from Crest as also being prompted by negative events with staff, and a breakdown 

in the relationship she and her son had with staff members.  So there were two schools 

where negative events and interactions took place, but Becky chose to return to one of 

the schools despite the fact that there were other, nearby schools in the Crest cluster 

where she could have enrolled him. One in particular, Barton Elementary was only 

about 10 blocks away from their home. The Smith home was located on the edge of the 

attendance boundaries for both Walker and Barton Elementary schools (see Figure 1 for 

school cluster map).   

As our interview was concluding, one of the final comments Ms. Smith made was 

about future enrollment plans for Jack. She indicated that there was a strong possibility 

that her son would not continue at Walker; but it depended on how the rest of the year 

went.  She indicated that she may consider a charter school and felt he needed a 

smaller environment to be successful.  As shared previously, with the eviction, it is 

unknown if Jack continued at Walker, or if he has since changed schools again.  To 

summarize my findings from the Smith family in relation to research question one, 

events and relationships were at the heart of what prompted the use of open enrollment 

and other school changes, but there was an underlying factor with comfort/happiness 

playing into enrollment decisions as well. 
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Socorro Ramos – Crest Elementary.  Through my conversation with Mrs. Ramos, 

the grandmother of Bobby at Crest Elementary, safety and happiness were key factors 

in some of Bobby’s school moves.  She shared that Bobby has changed schools several 

times during his elementary school career.  The first was related to her assuming 

guardianship and taking physical custody of her grandson. At that time, she wanted to 

keep Bobby at the school he was attending which was in another school district, but she 

didn’t know how to go about doing that, so she enrolled him at the neighborhood school 

near her home. Bobby did not remain there long, and has since switched schools last 

year.  She explained that Bobby hasn’t liked school very much in the past, and his 

school change was a result of Bobby asking to switch schools.  Mrs. Ramos stated that 

Bobby was being bullied at Barton Elementary.  She stated that Bobby was 

“complaining at Barton, and I didn’t think that was good.”  She added that Bobby doesn’t 

have a lot going on in his life and that he is a quiet child, but notes that he is more 

positive since moving to Crest, and she thinks he is happier. She said the move away 

from Barton was difficult because of a personal connection to Barton Elementary.  

Socorro had attended this school as a child, as had her siblings, and her children had 

also attended Barton. Her family has always lived in the Barton neighborhood, but she 

wanted Bobby to be comfortable.   

When we began to talk about Bobby’s transition to middle school next year, 

Socorro expressed a lot of concerns.  She is worried that Bobby will get lost in a large 

school or be influenced negatively in some settings.  When I probed further about what 

she wanted in a school and asked if she could keep Bobby at Crest (his current school) 

for one more year instead of changing him to middle school, Socorro added, “I’m not a 

big change person. So if he’s where he’s at and I’m not getting complaints, then he’s 
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going to stay there. The only reason that he got out of Barton is because I didn’t want 

him to be bullied.”  In this conversation, Socorro told a brief history about her own 

children. She stated that the middle school transition had been difficult for her children 

and she had been aware even at that time 20 or so years ago, which schools she didn’t 

want for her children to attend.  She had elected to send her son Jesus to a middle 

school that was much further away from the home, feeder middle school because of 

safety issues and negative peer influences.  Her son Jesus later dropped out of high 

school due to the death of his grandmother affecting him greatly and Jesus not “being 

able to handle it.”  Jesus would help care for his grandmother every day after school.  

The grandmother only lived three blocks from the high school.  Her son later re-enrolled 

himself at a local charter high school, and it was there that he earned his high school 

diploma.   

Through my conversation with Ms. Ramos, the issues of safety emerged quite a 

few times.  Woven into the conversation were also personal events that affected school 

enrollments for her children and grandchildren, but one could also infer that there was a 

lack of home to school connections or relationships.  Ms. Ramos never indicated that 

she had spoken to the school staff about bullying issues with Bobby, nor did she 

mention talking to the school about her son Jesus and the challenges he faced with the 

death of his grandmother.   If you recall, Ms. Ramos relies on the child care facility to 

transport Bobby to and from school daily. She relies on this assistance to help with her 

work schedule, so there may be infrequent contact with school staff and Socorro.  Also 

with the transition of Socorro assuming physical custody of Bobby and the subsequent 

school transition, there was no indication that the school made efforts to keep Bobby 

enrolled at the school he was previously attending. Bobby had wanted to stay there, but 
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there was no communication or support for Socorro on how to do that, and she was not 

sure if it was even possible. In short, issues of safety, home/school relationships 

including an absence of communication and interactions, on top of personal events are 

what have prompted the enrollment changes for the Ramos children.   

Tina Haynes – Crest Elementary.  With Ms. Haynes, an event was the primary 

cause for Angelina’s school change.  Tina shared that an employee at Dryden 

Elementary school had become inappropriate with her daughter.  She was hesitant to 

share the details at first, but then disclosed that “it was a crossing guard that gave my 

daughter a ride home one time, well twice, and he gave her a Christmas present with a 

photo of himself, attached to it with the present, so it was really creepy.”  The rides 

home were given without Tina’s consent or knowledge.   She stated that she had 

reported this to the school Principal and staff at the time, but there did not seem to be 

any follow up. She stated that “they didn’t do anything about it until I left, and then I 

reported it to Crest.” This situation made her distrust the staff at Dryden and she felt her 

daughter was unsafe.  Ironically, the same school crossing guard worked at both Crest 

and Dryden schools. Upon Angelina starting school at Crest, Tina found the same 

employee also working at this site. She states that following this initial encounter, she 

immediately reported it to the Principal at Crest, and there was an investigation with 

subsequent apology to both her and Angelina. Tina described the findings of the 

investigation revealing a misunderstanding about appropriate cultural norms. Tina 

described that employee was from Africa and he explained to her he was only being 

friendly and that his behavior was acceptable in his country.  Tina seemed to accept this 

explanation and apology.  She indicated that this individual continues to work at Crest to 

date. However, Tina is cautious about this individual.  She states that Angelina knows to 
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avoid contact with him.  “I told my daughter do not talk to him.  Do not look at him. Do 

not nothing.  Because he’s the crossing guard over here.  But she doesn’t even go in the 

intersection where he is at, and then he’s a monitor at lunch.”    

Since moving her daughter to Crest, she is pleased with the school thus far.  

Angelina has begun her first full year of school at Crest.  However, she is not sure if 

Angelina will continue to attend Crest in the future. She stated that much of it depended 

on where they are living at the time since transportation is an issue.  When asked about 

what she would look for in a school, Tina indicated that parent/school relationships were 

important as well as her daughter’s happiness and safety.  “I’m not going to put my 

daughter in a school where the staff is giving you attitude. Cuz if they are giving the 

parent attitude, who knows what they are going to do to the kids.”  She noted that at 

times, the staff at Crest have not been very friendly.  “The teachers, I think the teachers 

are great at Crest.  Sometimes the staff is, (pause) I know they get overwhelmed, but 

sometimes they don’t have a pleasant attitude.”  Tina added that her daughter’s 

happiness was also very important.  She indicated that if her daughter was unhappy at a 

school, she would not want her daughter to be at a school. Tina’s boyfriend Steven 

added “I think if you force a kid to go to a school they don’t like, they aren’t going to 

learn.”  Tina agreed with this and noted that Angelina “comes home from school excited 

every day.”  For Tina, the move to Crest has worked out well despite loving Dryden in 

the past.  For the Smith family, the overall factors prompting school changes are related 

to safety and her child’s happiness primarily, but an underlying factor is one of the 

school/home relationships, particularly related to issues of trust and respect.   
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Summary of Question One Findings 

 When examining what prompted the participant families to utilize open enrollment 

and their frequency of moves, the participants expressed factors related to safety, 

happiness, home/school relationships, and events as influencing these decisions.  All 

six parents expressed positive home/school relationships contributing to their decision-

making about schools.  Five out of the six parents referenced safety, and the happiness 

of their child/children as being a concern; and only four of the six parents indicated that 

an event had impacted the enrollment decisions about their children.  With regard to 

frequency of moves, three of the parents wanted to avoid unnecessary movement or 

changes to their child’s educational placements, but would not hesitate to make a move 

if issues arose with the previously mentioned factors.  The three other parents were 

undecided about future moves.  They stated a great deal had to do with their housing 

situation, but also shared that the above factors were considerations to be revisited 

continuously, suggesting that they were not tied to a particular school, or time frame for 

making changes.   

Research Question 2 
 

What characteristics of a school (e.g. curriculum, programs, test scores, staff 

interactions, parent involvement, discipline, etc.) are these families looking for 

when selecting a school other than their home school? 

 

As noted in the analysis of data related to question one, four themes presented 

themselves as being factors contributing to school changes. These are issues of safety, 

happiness, home/school relationships, and events influencing school enrollment 

changes.  When asked what parents looked for when selecting a school, the participant 

responses varied depending on the circumstances related to recent movement and what 
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they would desire to see in a future or potential school change.  For example, when an 

event related to safety arose, or an event related to personal situations or negative 

home/school interactions occurred, the parent participants made immediate enrollment 

decisions that may or may not have involved active “shopping” for a particular type of 

school since moves were made immediately for some students.  This was the case with 

parents:  Selena Alvarez, Becky Smith, Socorro Ramos, and Tina Hawkins.  Although 

the changes were made in a more reactionary response than one of anticipated 

planning, these parents still tried to select a select a school that had a positive 

reputation associated with it, and had definite characteristics they were seeking.   

To begin, Selena Alvarez was living in a homeless shelter at the time of 

Angelina’s transition to Carter. She stated that “I got a little bit of information from the 

shelter we were in about Carter, I knew a few of the parents that were going there.  I 

knew their kids.” She added that she thought the teachers were the same at both 

schools, but that Harlow Elementary had a lot more kids in each classroom. Selena had 

shared that her daughter suffered from anxiety and she looked for schools that paid 

more attention to the students.  This was stressed several times during our 

conversation.   

With Becky Smith, she selected Crest Elementary for Jack because they had 

neighbors who had attended Crest and were very happy there.  She noted that classes 

were smaller at Crest in comparison to Walker, their home school, and Crest offered 

classes such as theater and dance, which were not available at Walker.  She said this 

was appealing to her.  However, when the family tragedy hit, the relationships she felt 

Jack had formed at Walker and his comfort in that school were more important to her 
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than what Crest offered, so she switched her son back to Walker.  When asked about 

what she would look for in the future, class size was a priority and she felt her son would 

do better in a smaller setting.  “I think a problem with some of the schools is that they 

are overpopulated you know.  And you should look, you know at a charter or whatever 

school has the smaller classroom. Do you see what I’m saying?  That’s where any 

parent is going to want their kid to go.”  Ms. Smith also shared that finding a school was 

tough.  “They don’t list them, they don’t tell you what the differences are.  Like you get to 

Crest’s website, and they don’t say what they do and what classes they have.”  She 

added that “if I hadn’t heard from my neighbors what they had at this school and them 

telling me about dance class and what not, I wouldn’t know that Crest offered all this 

stuff.”  She suggested there needed to be more attention to publicity and communication 

about schools so parents could better chose schools.   

Socorro Ramos, another parent from Crest made no reference to looking for any 

particular programs or characteristics in school other than safety, happiness, and 

avoiding negative peer influences.  With the move her grandson made from Barton 

Elementary to Crest, this was prompted by instances of bullying.  She stated Bobby’s 

mother had suggested Crest after conducting some internet searches about nearby 

schools.  She also recalled that back in her own childhood, approximately 40 years ago, 

when she was in middle school, there were students, her classmates that had once 

attended Crest.  “A lot of kids from Crest went there then, and also some of my friends 

would talk positive about Crest, so I already knew from back then that it was a pretty 

good school.” She noted that Barton had better family events than Crest, but Crest 

offered art classes and Bobby liked art.  However his happiness was really the priority.  
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“To me, more important is him being comfortable in school, because he couldn’t study if 

was being (bullied), or if he was unhappy.”  

For next school year, Bobby will move into sixth grade, middle school.  Socorro 

worries that the transition will be too hard for Bobby.  She has not had good experiences 

with the feeder middle school. Her own children were not successful there and the 

reputation has not changed. “I’m afraid he’ll get lost there, he’s a follower.  He’s not a 

leader, so that’s what I’m afraid of.”   She added that she wanted more one on one 

attention for Bobby, and was considering a smaller setting like a charter school.  She 

added that he is behind academically, and the transition to a bigger school will not 

support him as well.  

For Tina Haynes, although an event prompted a change in schools, the initial 

enrollment of her daughter and need to use open-enrollment, was prompted by a lack of 

communication about schools.  She had initially enrolled Angelina in a school that she 

was familiar with despite the fact that it was over two miles from her home and required 

her to take the city bus to get her child to school daily.  She stated that when Angelina 

enrolled at Dryden, it was because she herself had lived in the neighborhood in the past, 

and “her best friend and all her kids went there, and I heard it was a good school.”  She 

added that, “I wanted a good school for my daughter and….. I didn’t know where that 

school was, Crest, but I knew where the other one was.”  She only lived a few blocks 

from Crest, but it was down a street she did not walk past normally.  When the incident 

with the crossing guard occurred, she asked around and found a friend at work had a 

step daughter attending Crest, and it was in her neighborhood. She also discovered it 
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one day walking home from the grocery store.  She indicated that the close proximity 

had made things much easier with getting her daughter to school.   

When probing further on desired characteristics of a school, Tina did not provide 

specifics about any type of program or characteristic, and offered somewhat generic and 

ambiguous responses. She simply stated that the quality and the look of the school 

were important to her. She looked for quality in the teaching staff to support her 

daughter’s learning, and when referring to the look of the school, she went back to the 

staff and how their interactions with parents and students were.  Her comments suggest 

that home/school interactions and overall staff to student and family relationships are 

very important to her.  When searching for schools, Tina felt that recommendations from 

other parents were an important consideration, but also cited the use of on-line internet 

searches, and visiting the school personally. 

Steven interjected with some of his thoughts about school selection criteria, and 

the importance of test scores as being an indicator of what the children were learning at 

a school.  “If test scores are high, it means they’re learning, and they’re actually doing 

something.”  However Tina disagreed in that it wouldn’t matter to her about test scores if 

her daughter was unsafe or unhappy.  Steven agreed with her in this regard and 

acknowledge how those factors can impact learning.  

With the two parents who had not experienced a negative event or personal 

circumstance that prompted a move, what they desired in a school differed slightly from 

the other parents.  For instance, with Susanna Medina, her sons began attending Carter 

due to a programmatic placement for each in a preschool program for students with 

disabilities.  However, she found that she was very happy with the resources and 
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supports available to her children and was happy with the connections she had made 

with the staff.  Continuity in the school, and using open-enrollment to maintain stable 

educational environments were a priority.  For Susanna, open-enrollment was not used 

to seek something different, but rather to maintain the status quo for her children where 

they were happy and thriving.  When asked about continued enrollment, she did not 

foresee any changes, but would not hesitate if a negative event were to occur, 

particularly one related to safety.  She also added she wouldn’t rule out a change if it 

was in the best interest of the children. In this case, it would be a decision that would not 

be taken lightly, and involve a lot of thought and discussion with input from the whole 

family, including her children.  She stated repeatedly that the resources and educational 

supports for her children were a priority, and she would do what needed to be done to 

support her boys; even if this meant a future change in schools.   

When I asked Susanna how she would look for a school if she ever wanted to 

change, she said she reads a lot of parent blogs, and would use internet searches to 

read about schools and see what parents talked about.  She added she did a lot of 

research.   

With Carina Allen, she too has utilized open-enrollment to maintain a stable 

school environment for her children.  The Allen family had once lived in the Carter 

neighborhood, but following their move out of the neighborhood, they felt Carter offered 

better safety than the new, neighborhood school.  The parents chose to keep the Allen 

children enrolled at Carter despite a 20 minute daily commute each way, a total of 80 

minutes of travel on an average day. Carina did not reference any particular programs or 

criteria that they sought in a school, but she did mention safety numerous times in our 
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conversation.  She also felt it was best to keep the children where they were and 

repeatedly mentioned how much they liked the school.  Ms. Allen shared that she did 

not foresee any future moves and would most likely keep the children enrolled at Carter 

until they completed their elementary school years.  She did indicate that when the 

children transitioned to middle school, they might look at a school closer to home.  Other 

than this, Carina was not very detailed in describing what she sought in a school. She is 

however a parent who also uses on-line internet sites to search for information about 

schools; looking at school reviews and parent commentary in particular as a guide to 

informing her about what a school is like.  When asked about any barriers that may 

hinder choice, she said access was one. She indicated that “if you don’t enroll quick 

enough, you know, you could be denied the open-enrollment cuz you had to do it 

quickly,” referring to available slots at a given school site.   

Although not directly part of the research questions, my interview questions 

included a question for parents about if they felt parents should have a choice as to 

which school their child attends. Every parent agreed that they should be given a 

choice, even if they did not fully articulate what choice meant to them.  Nevertheless, my 

interviews provided insights on many of the characteristics parents value when making 

school selections. 

Summary of Question Two Findings 

Question two examined what characteristics parents sought when looking for 

schools.  All six parents made references to the school’s reputation or reviews as 

contributing to their perceptions about a given school. Many of their inquiries came from 

personal communications with family, friends, co-workers, or neighbors, but others 
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relied on parent blogs or parent commentary on technology based platforms.  Five of the 

six parents directly referenced home/school relationships as a consideration for 

continued enrollment.  Three of the parents shared that they would look for smaller 

schools and smaller class sizes where students had more attention as their priority.  

Only two parents referenced academic programs, or resources as a primary 

consideration.  Two parents also mentioned safety and safety related to negative peer 

influences. This factor is tied to the research question number one, and decision-making 

factors for choice.  Perceptions, parent commentary, and reviews have influenced 

enrollment decisions.  Only one parent mentioned the proximity of the school to the 

home as a factor affecting choice; this was related to issues of transportation.   

Although questions about parent engagement activities were not asked 

specifically, when I asked the parents of the students who had more than one 

enrollment, to compare the schools their child had attended, several parents mentioned 

carnivals, holiday events, ice cream socials, and communication in their narrations.  

This connects back to the importance of home/school relationships. These events were 

not listed as a primary characteristic when making school selections, but parents were 

very much aware of the differences in how schools interact with, involve, and engage 

families.   

To summarize, the greatest characteristic influencing parental decisions on 

school choice are related to the social aspects associated with schools. These are the 

relationships between the home and school, communication, and public information 

about the school.  The majority of the parent participants have made decisions about 

school choice related to social factors. Future school selection may include class size 
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and academic resources and programs, but at present, these were not large 

considerations for the sample parents.   

Research Question 3 
 

What is the geographic distance between new school selections and the home 

school, and what role does distance from the home school to new school play if 

any?   

 

 With research question number three, transportation was the primary topic that 

emerged through the participant interviews when discussing the distance between 

schools.  However, in order to best describe how transportation has affected each family 

and the role that distance plays, it is best to provide an overview of geographic 

distances between the schools in which the students have attended, or should be 

attending based on their home school attendance boundary.  This overview is shown in 

Table 3 below for each participant. 

Table 3.  Geographic Distance between Enrollment schools 

 

Parent Mode of 
transportation 

Distance between school attending and previous 
school or home school 

Carina Allen Has vehicle 6.6 miles (home school to Crest) 

Selena Alvarez City bus 1.3 Miles (Harlow to Crest) 

Susanna Medina Has vehicle 25 miles (home school to Crest) 

Becky Smith Has vehicle 2.1 miles (Walker to Carter) 

Socorro Ramos Has Vehicle 1.8  miles (Barton to Carter) 

Tina Haynes City Bus 2.2 miles (Dryden to Carter) 
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As you can see in Table 3, with the exception of two parents, the other four 

parents demonstrate use of open-enrollment to schools which are in very close 

geographic proximity to one another.  Parents Carina Allen and Susanna Medina, have 

moved out of the geographic boundaries and are utilizing open-enrollment to maintain a 

consistency in their children’s school settings.  With parents Selena Alvarez, Becky 

Smith, Socorro Ramos, and Tina Haynes, they have elected to change the school 

enrollment of their children to schools within three miles of their previous school 

settings. These are schools found within the previously identified school clusters in 

Tucson Unified School District, and were a focus area when selecting my sample school 

sites.   To restate, for my sample sites, I had selected one school within a cluster of 

schools who were all school-wide Title I schools, with a mobility rate of over 40%.  The 

neighborhoods surrounding the schools are very similar to one another within the 

clusters in terms of types of housing and costs of housing, although the specifics in 

demographics and school size (total enrollment numbers) of each cluster school may 

vary slightly from school to school. The schools I screened for within the clusters are all 

traditional schools with no special programs (See Figure 1 for map of cluster schools).  

In the case of Ms. Selena Alvarez, I wanted to note that her daughter’s previous school, 

Harlow Elementary was a magnet school. I had not included this school originally in my 

identification of the cluster of schools on the south end of TUSD since it has a 

specialized focus on fine arts, and enrollment to this school is done on a lottery basis 

unless you live within the attendance boundaries.  However, Harlow is in very close 

proximity to Carter. I have included this school site on the figure that depicts the 

geographic distance between the participant schools to provide the full context for Ms. 



MOBILITY, CHOICE, & MOTIVATIONS:  PARENTAL USE OF OPEN ENROLLMENT IN ARIZONA TITLE 1 SCHOOLS      106 

 

 

Alvarez’s open-enrollment usage. See Figure 2 for geographic distance between 

schools. 

 Question three also asked if geographic distance played a role in school 

decision-making.  Transportation was a topic in almost all of the parent narrations.  To 

begin, no parent was receiving or had not received free transportation services from the 

school district.  All parents were responsible for transporting their children to and from 

school daily.  With the parents that had a vehicle (Carina Allen, Susanna Medina, Becky 

Smith, and Socorro Ramos), this did not present as much of a challenge as to the two 

parents (Selena Alvarez and Tina Haynes) who had to rely on public transportation, but 

some challenges did exist.   

For Ms. Alvarez, and Ms. Haynes, their current and future school selections are 

driven by the location of the school and how convenient travel will be for them.  For Ms. 

Alvarez, the transportation hardship was most evident when her daughter was having 

panic attacks and anxiety issues.  She indicated that she has to consider this when 

looking at future school placements.  Not having a readily available means to get to her 

daughter when she was not feeling well has been a hardship. She also mentioned that 

due to transportation, she was not often able to participate in parent events.  On a final 

note with Ms. Alvarez, I want to recap that the Crest office staff had mentioned serious 

attendance concerns with Angelina, and Angelina was not in school on the day I 

interviewed her parent. She did not appear to be ill but her presence was not discussed.  

I note this because transportation challenges associated with living in a shelter, which is 

a considerable distance from Crest coupled with Angelina’s anxiety and tearfulness at 

school, could play a role in Angelina’s regular school attendance. However, this would 
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be speculation and not confirmed through the parent’s narrations.  Ms. Alvarez was not 

forthcoming in sharing details about current housing situation, but as noted previously, 

there are patterns of excessive absenteeism in her history with little communication with 

the school about home-life circumstances and being homeless and how this will affect 

Angelina’s school situation.  In our discussion about what she looked for in a school, 

Selena did say, “I think it’s good to have choice always.”  

  In my interview with Ms. Haynes, she too noted similar challenges with regards 

to transportation.  Tina noted that if her daughter became ill during the day, or 

something happened, she could not get to Mariah easily.  Tina said, “Since I am on the 

bus it’s hard for me to leave work and get to the school right away.”  Tina works 

approximately six miles from Crest Elementary school.  Tina added that she always tries 

to arrange family supports to help her with this, but they are not always available to help.  

“I make sure that there is someone that has a vehicle that can pick her up if need be.”  

However, she referenced that family is not always reliable, as was the case recently 

when she Mariah needed to be picked up.  “My sister helps, but she was tired that day.”   

Finally, I wanted to readdress a comment presented earlier in that Mariah’s future 

school enrollments are very much dependent on where the family lives.  Tina believes 

parents should have choices about what school their children attend, but she 

acknowledged that transportation is a barrier for her that limits her choices. 

As described in the narrations of Ms. Alvarez and Ms. Haynes, the geographic 

location of a school, transportation was a factor that can greatly affect school choice 

decisions, and can make day to day attendance more challenging.  This challenge was 

also present for parents who had a vehicle at their disposal.  These parents were willing 
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and able to transport their children to school daily, but it was difficult for some to get to 

school on time, or to make multiple trips to and from the school daily.  Work schedules 

and distance to schools were also considerations when looking for a new school.   

For example, when I arranged to meet Ms. Allen for our interview, we agreed to 

meeting at Carter Elementary first thing in the morning, at the start of the school day.  

She was almost half hour late.  Her family has moved over six miles away from the 

school and she stated that “it is challenging at times, like this morning, we were running 

late since it’s so far of a drive.”  She also noted that she has to make numerous trips to 

the school throughout the day.  “My daughter is in tutoring now, so we have to come 

back and forth four times, it’s kind of a drive but we think it’s worth it.” The employment 

situations for Carina and the children’s father are more flexible with her working nights 

and him working as a tattoo artist. This allows them to accommodate the multiple, daily 

commutes.  Carina indicated that they are willing to do this and most likely will have the 

children continue at Carter.  The Allen family may consider other options closer to home 

when the children transition to middle school.  Carina is a parent whom has actively 

researched schools in the past when they first moved out of the Carter area. She 

believes in choice, and has exercised choice options based on the criteria that works for 

her family. 

In the case of Socorro Ramos, she currently relies greatly on the childcare facility 

to transport Bobby to and from school daily.  She worries that next year, when Bobby 

moves to middle school, she was unsure how she will get him to the school of her 

choice. She mentioned wanting him to attend a magnet middle school, but did not think 

Bobby would qualify based on his disabilities and the required entrance exam.  She is 
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currently at a loss of which school to select because of transportation and she will not be 

able to utilize the childcare facility.  Socorro cleans homes for a living and has clients 

across the city and some in the outlying towns and communities.  She must often leave 

for work before 7:00 a.m. in the morning to arrive when expected.  Socorro has very 

clear expectations on what type of school she wants for Bobby next school year and 

knows what environments will be more suited to Bobby’s personality and skill set, but 

does not know she will make it work.  Socorro is another example of a parent who 

knows what she wants and what her child needs, but is also experiencing barriers due to 

transportation limitations. 

Parents Becky Smith and Susanna Medina did not reference transportation other 

than to say they transported their children to school daily.  These parents both have a 

vehicle available to them, so for them, transportation has not been a factor or barrier in 

their school selection process.  Both Becky and Susanna have actively exercised open-

enrollment options and are aware of choices for future enrollment considerations. 

Summary of Question Three Findings 

My intent with question three was to track where students in highly mobile, Title I 

schools, were moving when exercising open-enrollment choice options, and how 

distance played a role in school selection if any.  For four of the six parents, there were 

transportation challenges with transporting their child to and from school at present, and 

this was also a consideration for future enrollment considerations.  Three of the four 

parents considered transportation to be a barrier when exercising choice.  For two 

parents, transportation was neither a barrier nor a challenge. With regard to distance, 

four of the parent participants made school moves within three miles of their child’s 
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previous school. These parents did not make any mention of differences in educational 

environments as being the cause for their school move. Their decisions about school 

enrollments were independent of one school being more attractive or appealing than the 

other.  Only two parents actively sought to remain at a school where they felt their 

children were happy and receiving appropriate instruction and instructional supports. 

These parents were attending Carter, a school that has a preliminary state 

accountability letter grade of an “F.” The letter grades and academic test scores in 

relation to either Carter or Crest Elementary schools were not mentioned by parents at 

all during the interviews. 

Principal Perceptions 

Although my research questions did not specifically include any mention of how 

open-enrollment affects Principals, I felt it was important to include their voice in this 

conversation.  Their perceptions of how parents at their schools are exercising open-

enrollment are valuable in that they offer a different perspective on elective school 

moves. Some commonalities between the Parents’ and Principals’ narrations surfaced 

around open-enrollment. I will summarize each Principal’s thoughts and highlight 

commonalities in the sections to follow. 

To begin, when looking at how large of a role open-enrollment plays in each 

school, Carter Elementary, Principal Catherine Lewis, stated that she has not opened up 

many slots to open-enrollment in the past because her class sizes are high and she is 

close to capacity in her enrollment.  However, she is very mindful that each year she has 

to keep tabs on enrollment numbers.  She indicated that “I want our numbers to be up, I 

don’t want our numbers to drop. I don’t want to lose teachers, and I’m trying to find ways 
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to build up the school, so I’m not opposed to open-enrollment. I just think I need to be 

more strategic about it.” Additionally, she stated that many of the students coming to 

Carter under open-enrollment, had some previous history of academic, attendance or 

behavioral issues at their previous schools.  “I’m finding that um, you know they are… oh, 

you’re on open-enrollment and then they’re in my office, like a lot!”  She also noted a 

pattern of moves related to events/issues when some of her neighborhood children have 

moved to other schools.  “I find that a lot of them as well, they might still live in our 

vicinity, you know within our boundaries, but maybe something happened prior and they 

go to a charter school for half a year through the year, or a year, and they come back.”  

She added that some of the causes for her mobility rate being high were related to the 

same students moving in and out of the school two to three times. 

When we talked about programs she had in place, Catherine indicated that part 

of the reason they were focusing on developing more gifted classes and the integration 

of fine arts, was a way to attract families based on their programmatic offerings.  “I am 

hoping that, you know families are bringing their kids because they want the programs 

that are offered here. You know they like what we are doing.”  She mentioned that it 

would be helpful to have an opportunity to know more about the students that enroll in 

her school prior to attending.  This includes knowing about prior academics, attendance, 

and behavior, but also asking parents about why they have selected her school, what 

concerns they have, and having conversations to “front-load” the supports the child may 

need and address concerns head on.  She stated that it was her intent to “just let them 

know this is the way we do it, are you sure this is where you want your child to be and 

that you’re on board with our… with how we’re running the school.  On this last 

commentary I want to add that in TUSD, if a traditional school is accepting open-
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enrollment students, prior screening of students for academics, attendance issues, or 

behavior is not allowed. If you are open, you are open to any and all students. Schools 

cannot turn away students due to their histories.  This differs slightly with magnet or 

special focus schools who may have entry criteria or lottery systems or must adhere 

more closely to desegregation efforts. 

When I probed for personal thoughts on open-enrollment and school choice, 

Catherine expressed some discontent with how this affects how schools within the 

school district interact, and the competition it creates.  “I kind of feel like we are stealing 

students from our, from within our district. We’re not recruiting outside the district, so 

then it feels like if we’re fighting for the same kids.”  She went on to add that this was a 

reason for focusing on getting a gifted program at Carter.  She stated that when they do 

gifted education testing, it pulls students away to other schools who have the full gifted 

programs.  “I wanted to start getting GATE here, because as soon as the kids get 

qualified, they leave.  So I really want to keep my neighborhood kids.”  She added that 

magnet schools and schools with specialized programs such as dual language are also 

a threat.  She found this frustrating, and found that competition has affected her views 

on choice. She felt recruitment into her school for programmatic or curricular reasons 

were not happening.  Catherine stated: 

So for me, the school choice, I don’t really have that big of a, I guess a buy-in on 
it you know. I think it’s something I’ve heard throughout the years, just from being 
an employee with TUSD, but I don’t really know what impact it has. It hasn’t made 
an impact her for me. You know cuz kids aren’t being bussed into my school. Or 
vice versa, I don’t have a lot of people saying you know I want my child to be 
here.  
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In short, Catherine’s commentary about choice indicated that she was aware of 

the role choice played with maintaining her school’s enrollment numbers, and she was 

aware of the competition choice options have created among schools, but felt many of 

the students she was receiving under enrollment had problematic school histories.  She 

has further noted that those that are looking at Carter for their programs cannot always 

enroll due to capacity.  This is the case with many of her pre-school students into her 

kindergarten program.  The pre-school placements are not given based on geographic 

boundaries across TUSD, but rather based on criteria such as students with a disability, 

family income level, and/or assessment data.  She found many of the parents of 

inclusive preschool children liked the school and wanted to keep their children there.  

She expressed excitement about wanting to have these parents keep their children at 

Carter, but was exceedingly frustrated because, “those kinder classes are so big as it is, 

I can’t even open it up.” Overall, Catherine expressed that school choice, and open-

enrollment in particular has presented leadership challenges for her and how she 

manages this offering to benefit her school. 

With Crest Elementary, Michelle Kraft’s commentary was based on her previous 

work sites, since she is a new Principal at Crest and had been actively working in the 

position for a few weeks. She began work at Crest during the summer vacation break. 

She stated that what has struck her the most about her role with open-enrollment, is her 

actions as a means to support recruitment.  “We’ve had to be very welcoming for people 

who want open-enrollment, and offer school tours.”  At her previous site, where she 

worked as the Assistant Principal, she noted that enrollments were a priority, not just for 

the school, but for her continued employment; she had a vested interest.  “We were 

trying to increase our enrollment and personally, it affected me because our enrollment 
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was lower than what the requirement was to have an AP, so I was personally trying to 

recruit kids in order to maintain my own position there.” Michelle suggested that 

recruitment efforts involved some deliberate marketing type actions:   

I felt my role was kind of a sales, sales job, and so I would prepare for tours and 
all that. All the time!  I made sure I had a good elevator speech.  And I knew 
which classrooms to you know truck parents through and made sure that I was 
able to articulate the strengths of the school and why it might be a good choice 
for their family. 

 

In another school where Michelle had worked, she included student helpers for 

the tours, and actively trained students on what key items to tell visitors, and ensured 

the students talked about how much they “loved” the school.   Michelle indicated that 

she understood why there was a need to offer choice as a way to compete with charter 

schools and the popularity of choice, but personally preferred it when students remained 

at their neighborhood school.  “I think that it’s nice for continuity and for kids to have 

friendships that last throughout their childhood…it’s good for children to have continuity 

and stability in their lives.” 

When our conversation shifted to discuss students who have attended her 

schools under open-enrollment, she indicated that there were challenges. “The open 

enrollment kids tend to be kids that come from less stable households, more trauma 

kids.  Challenging parenting situations, yeah, they tend to be tougher kids with more 

issues, as a rule, not always.”  She also found that some parents used open-enrollment 

for convenience; many parents want a school that is close to where they work to 

facilitate transportation.  Michelle added that it is often more difficult for parents to 

exercise choice depending on the school.  The magnet schools for example use a 

lottery system for enrollment, but the child’s ethnicity also plays a role.  In referencing 
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one of her previous positions at a magnet school, she said, “if your children were 

Hispanic, it was um more difficult to get in because of balance.  We were looking 

specifically for Caucasian or African American kids to balance our enrollment there.” 

This last quote is a reference to the desegregation court order mandates TUSD has had 

to implement.  The order mandates the district put processes in place to support racially 

balanced schools. This applies to all schools, but particularly magnet and special focus 

schools which are more popular and competitive in their placements.  The 

desegregation court order works in the reverse for traditional schools since open-

enrollment and school choice are often offered as a way to move students out of racially 

concentrated schools. 

Summary of Principals’ perception findings 

The Principals both shared that maintaining high enrollments numbers at their 

schools are vital to their school operations.  They both expressed how they understood 

the role open-enrollment played but each found fault or dissatisfaction with the process 

and outcomes of choice.  Both Principals also found challenges with some of the 

students who come to their schools under open-enrollment, and noted barriers with 

access.   

In regard to commonalities among the parent and Principal experiences, both 

groups mentioned access (spaces available) to some degree. Both groups detailed that 

events can often trigger moves to a new school.  Although limited to one parent’s 

experience, both groups made mention of the same student moving in and out of the 

one school. And both schools provided an example of parents who exercise choice for 

continuity and being pleased with the school and educational programs.    
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Chapter Summary 

In this chapter I provided detailed profiles of Tucson Unified School District 

(TUSD), the case-study school sites, and participant profiles. I have also included some 

history on TUSD’s enrollment losses, strategic plan, and desegregation court order, as a 

way to better describe the context of school choice in TUSD, and to best frame the 

enrollment pressures TUSD is facing.   

In my analysis of the participant narrations, I presented themes that emerged 

from their conversations, and organized my findings to address each research question.  

When appropriate, I included tables to ease the comparison between each participant, 

and presented figures to provide visual representations of the school sites and 

geographic proximity to one another.  Finally, I have included the conversations of the 

school site Principals as a way to further provide insight into open-enrollment usage at 

these schools.  My summary and discussion of the findings will be provided in the 

chapter to follow. 
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Chapter V 

Summary and Discussion 

Introduction 

In chapter one, I introduced reform movements directed at improving the 

education of disadvantaged student populations.  I presented a brief history of school 

reform and transformation policies that have been put forth to address disparities in 

educational offerings.  I noted that despite reform efforts, educational inequities for 

marginalized students continue to date.  Many believe that market based reform efforts 

are the best means to address inequities and these beliefs have been supported 

through the adoption of choice legislation and policy (Koyama & Kania, 2016).  Moving 

towards more privatized school systems has changed the way schools do business and 

have become exceedingly popular worldwide.   Extant literature however, has shown 

inconsistent success with school choice and some scholars argue that choice has 

actually created further social stratifications and inequities since students are not able to 

fully enact their choice opportunities (Adnett & Davies, 1999; Lee et al, 1994; West, 

2006).   

I further presented literature on student mobility that suggests vulnerable, poor 

and minority student populations may be negatively affected by moves. These students 

often lack the proper home/school supports or personal resiliency to counteract the 

challenges associated with multiple school moves (Temple & Reynolds, 1999).  These 

challenges include gaps in learning, lack of peer or staff relationships and decreased 

engagement in the school community.  My study was intended to examine how families 

in high-poverty, high-mobility schools use choice to better understand if choice.  Extant 
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literature has presented the perspective of higher socio-economic students, but these 

are not the only students using choice options. I wanted to offer a different perspective 

by looking at other student populations using choice.  Thus offering an alternative 

viewpoint from voices not always included in the conversations about school choice.   

When selecting the sites for my multi-case study and participants, I used a 

purposeful sampling of parents who had or were actively exercising school choice.  My 

ideal parent profile was the parents of students who qualified for free or reduced meals 

and whose children had more than one school enrollment in their history. Two of the 

parents in my sample did not meet this criteria exactly but as mentioned in chapter 

three, I experienced considerable challenges in recruiting parents for my study.  

Nevertheless, I was able to identify some trends in the parent responses that further 

explain what they value and seek in educational environments. In order to conclude the 

presentation of the study results, I will further summarize the findings in this chapter 

while drawing from the literature presented previously. I will conclude this chapter by 

providing considerations for future research studies and present implications for both 

educators and school systems in the discussion section.   

Summary 

As noted above, the introduction of this study provided a brief history of 

educational reform movements that have been the impetus for school choice 

movements.  Proponents of choice argue that privatization and competitive school 

markets encourage school reform (Apple, 2004, Cullen, 2005).  The research on school 

choice however, has not shown consistent, positive outcomes.  Barriers to access exist 

and the ability to navigate choice systems can impede choice (Adnett & Davies, 1999; 
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Lee et al, 1994; André-Betchely, 2004).  When reviewing the literature related to what 

parents seek in educational environments the responses have been varied.  Research 

suggests that some parents seek better curricular or extra-curricular programs or 

resources, while others seek better social connections/status, or may be looking for a 

right “fit” (English, 2009; Goldring, & Hausman, 1999; Lee et al, 1994). Choice success 

stories are often limited to individual cases however, and these cases have not always 

represented the experiences of vulnerable or at-risk student groups (Adnett & Davies, 

1999; Anyon, 1980; Bowe et al,, 1994).   This study has attempted to highlight a different 

narrative on school choice by focusing on the perspectives of families who attended 

traditional schools with challenging demographics.  The schools in the study were 

schools who had a mobility rate of 40% or higher, had large populations of students in 

poverty, and were schools with low to average achievement rankings. 

School choice is about consumptive practices in school marketplaces. Through 

choice options parents have the opportunity to select the best school for their child 

based on a set of criteria they value (Shiller, 2011).  The findings of this study are 

counter to the research that indicates parents are seeking better (higher academic 

ranking) educational offerings or peer connections when exercising school choice.  The 

findings are also counter to reform movement arguments that have equated choice with 

better academic opportunities.  The participant responses did not name academics as a 

primary consideration when selecting schools for their children.  Extra-curricular 

offerings and resources were also not a top priority for the participants.  The participant 

interviews revealed that they valued other criteria that I have previously described as 

prevailing themes in the participant narratives.  In my analysis of the participant’s 

experiences, four recurring themes emerged.  These themes have been 
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underrepresented in choice literature. The themes are safety, happiness, home/school 

relationships, and events.  Although these themes were not communicated as isolated 

experiences, the participant accounts remained centered on these four prominent 

categories despite an overlap at times. The most prevalent and explicitly communicated 

themes were student safety and happiness.  The home/school relationships and event 

experiences were not communicated as explicitly and emerged in conjunction with the 

other themes. 

Safety.  Safety was the most prevalent theme that resounded in the 

commentaries. Whether it was a negative personal experience that prompted a move to 

a safer school environment, or the perception of better safety at one school versus 

another school.  Open-enrollment was a tool parents utilized or would utilize to ensure 

the safety of their child.  The participant narratives included examples of reactionary 

responses following negative events, comparisons between schools and scenario-

based responses, as factors influencing their choice decision-making. In all examples 

parents expressed that there would be no hesitation on making safety-related moves 

regardless of how much they “loved” the school or what other opportunities the school 

offered.  My review of school choice literature did not result in research specifically 

addressing student safety. However, the Principal interviews provided another 

perspective on the role of safety and use of open-enrollment. Both Principals suggested 

that many of the highly mobile students who utilize open-enrollment tended to have 

more problematic school histories, greater disciplinary incidents and personal home-life 

challenges.  The Principals’ depictions of highly mobile students were similar to the 

student profiles presented in mobility research.  The research has found that highly 

mobile students are often associated with higher absenteeism, misbehavior, poor social 
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interactions, suffered from low self-esteem, and were disengaged (Rumberger, 2003; 

Temple & Reynolds, 1999).   

When referring back to the purpose of this study, and attempting to identify 

patterns of open-enrollment usage and connections to mobility research, the Principal 

perspectives offer a glimmer of such connection.  Their narrations present a blending of 

school choice and mobility research.  The experiences of the more mobile participant 

families in this study suggested choice was related to more complex, non-educational 

factors that have contributed to the prioritization of safety. For example, one student 

suffered from separation anxiety when attending school. This child had a personal 

history of high absenteeism and homelessness with instability in the home.  With 

another family, the child had moved through several schools as a result of a change in 

guardianship. This child was struggling academically, and suffered from low self-

esteem.  A third child had experienced a recent family tragedy, had a history of 

challenging behavior at school and also had personal family challenges.  The children in 

the study reflected student disengagement, poor social interactions, and absenteeism, 

which could be indirectly contributing to the parents’ focus on safety.  From these 

examples, one could infer that school choice decisions are not limited to the appeal of 

high-performing or popular schools.  Choice decisions can be highly influenced by non-

school related personal experiences. Regardless of the motivation for school moves 

however, open-enrollment was a mechanism that was used to facilitate the movement of 

the children in this study. 

Happiness.  The second most prevalent theme was related to the happiness of 

the child.  Happiness, in the participant recollections was attributed to relationships, 
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safety, stability, and personal success.  All six of the parents expressed that positive 

social interactions contributed to the happiness of their children.  Some interactions 

were peer to peer (friendships) and some were related to staff and student interactions.  

With staff to student interactions, both positive and negatives experiences impacted 

choice decision-making.  The safety and overall well-being of the children in particular, 

contributed to the satisfaction and happiness of the family with the schools.  The 

participants also made connections between happiness and student success. Each 

parent recounted incidents of how their child was or was not successful as a result of 

individual happiness.  For example, one student had been bullied at his previous school, 

but was happier and thriving at the new school as a result of the change.  Another 

student changed schools because of discipline issues and parent conflict with staff, but 

later returned to the same school because he missed his friends and the special bonds 

he had formed with previous teachers.  The parent had also become unhappy with the 

new school’s staff.  A third parent stated her daughter was happier at the new school 

and she felt her daughter received more attention from staff as a result of changing 

schools.  These incidents capture instances of happiness attributed to a multitude of 

factors.  With regard to stability, two of the participants were using open-enrollment to 

maintain educational continuity for their children. These families had moved out of the 

school’s geographic boundaries.  For these parents, they felt it was important to 

maintain school stability, and repeatedly referenced how much they liked the school, 

and how happy their children were to be there.  I want to again note that this school, 

Carter Elementary, received a preliminary school letter grade ranking of “F” at the time 

of this study (2017). Carter is considered to be under-performing and in school 

improvement status. On a final note, with happiness, the parent narrations indicate that 
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often times it was the child who expressed his/her happiness with a school setting. This 

suggests that the child is also a consumer and the parent ensures their child’s 

happiness through co-consumptive actions. 

The research most associated with the happiness theme are school choice, 

social capital and mobility literature.  School choice research has provided perspectives 

on what parents desire when selecting schools.  As presented previously, schools may 

appeal to parents based on the curricular or programmatic offerings, academic 

achievement ranking, or the appeal may come from the social connections or status 

associated with a particular school.  There are also parents who select schools based 

on it being the right fit for their family.  Anyon (1980) has presented this phenomenon in 

her research.  Her work suggests that school environments and cultures differ by social 

class communities.  While her work called for a critical examination of the overall school 

curriculum, environment and culture which could be associated with social stratification, 

she drew attention to how social class affects schools in general.  Schools may look and 

feel different depending on where they are located and who their customer is.  

Therefore, a school’s appeal may be closely associated with the personal fit and 

comfort.  This varies from community to community. Finding a good fit or comfort level in 

a school may be what parents’ value in these situations.  

Personal fit as described in school selection behaviors, is aligned to the socio-

cultural aspects of consumer choice theory.  In particular, the Fits-Like-a-Glove (FLAG) 

framework of consumption practices applies. With FLAG, personal feelings are 

connected to shopping/spending decisions (Allen, 2002).  When applied to the context 

of this study, the FLAG framework could therefore be used to describe parent 
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(consumer) behaviors in school marketplaces. The FLAG framework has foundations in 

the cultural capital work of Pierre Bourdieu (1990), who has linked habitus (i.e. personal 

beliefs, views, taste, and dispositions) with social action.  The role of cultural capital on 

social action is premised on instinct and feelings encouraging purchases.  This is 

applicable to school selection and reflects behaviors of parents who use feelings to drive 

their school decision-making.  

 In the review of literature, I also described how cultural capital can impact the 

development of social capital through human to human connections. This aspect of 

social capital also affects school selection practices.  In other words, positive social 

associations and right fit environments can influence school selection practices by 

creating feelings of happiness or satisfaction.  The human connection aspect of social 

capital encompasses trust relationships, bonding activities, and social interactions 

(Coleman, 1988, 1990; Dufur, Parcel, & Troutman, 2012; Putnam & Feldstein 2003, 

Ream & Rumberger, 2008).   It can also include status seeking behaviors by associating 

one’s self with a particular school or social group.  These features can impact student 

connectedness and engagement to the school community, and promote satisfaction with 

school settings (Coleman, 1988, 1990; Dufur, Parcel, & Troutman, 2012; Putnam & 

Feldstein 2003, Ream & Rumberger, 2008).  Much of the research on social capital has 

been tied to student academic success as a result of strong relationship building and 

connectedness (Coleman, 1990; Goddard, 2003).   However, students with frequent 

school moves often lack the opportunities to build strong social relationships and may 

often feel disengaged in the school community (Rumberger 2003; Temple & Reynolds 

1999).  Therefore school happiness for highly mobile students may come less from an 

attachment to a specific school site and be more closely attributed to individual 
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connections and the overall feeling they get about a school.  This was also a conclusion 

you could draw from the findings of this study.  The participants did not explicitly state 

that they made school selections based on fit and positive social connections, but their 

conversations implied that these factors influenced their decisions.   It is important to 

note that just as there is an absence of research directly related to safety, there is also a 

gap in extant literature in addressing the role of student happiness on school choice.  

Happiness alone has not been explored as a factor when considering school moves or 

exercising school choice opportunities. 

Relationships.  Although relationships were closely tied to the happiness theme, 

the participants also included references to safety and negative events in their 

relationship narrations.  In these latter themes, there were breakdowns in trust or 

communication that resulted in families moving their children out of select schools.  One 

parent felt a school did not take action when a staff member was behaving 

inappropriately with her daughter. Another parent felt the staff was enabling negative 

behaviors her son was exhibiting, then felt the staff at another school was 

unsympathetic to a personal tragedy.  This parent also felt the teaching staff was not 

communicating with her about her son’s academic progress. This resulted in two school 

moves in less than three months for this student. With another student, the breakdown 

was seen when the school staff shared an opposing perspective on the parent who was 

homeless and whose daughter was absent frequently. The parent had not 

communicated personal issues with the school, and they were unaware of the housing 

situation. The school was unable to support the family because the parent was not in 

communication with them.  With the boy who was bullied, the grandparent did not 

criticize the school staff for lack of action, but shared how she had been disconnected 
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with the schools due to her work schedule. She had very little interaction with the school 

and she made choice decisions based on what the child stated or what she knew how to 

navigate.  Conversely other parents recounted positive relationships with staff affecting 

their desire to remain at the school.  They felt they were greeted warmly by staff, were 

involved in school events, and felt very welcome at the school.  

Each parent described instances of either positive or negative home/school 

relationships.  It is important to note that the home/school relationships were not limited 

to school staff. These relationships extended to other parents and community members.  

In their interviews several parents referenced other individuals as providing some insight 

about the schools prior to making a school move.  For many, it was a friend, neighbor, or 

co-worker offering information about the schools. Other parents learned about the 

schools from social media, on-line parent blogs, or professional acquaintances.  This 

implies that social networks actively play a role in school choice decision-making.  The 

importance of relationships and social networks are associated with social capital 

research (Coleman, 1988; Putnam & Feldstein, 2003).  The impact of social capital on 

school success has been presented previously through both school choice and mobility 

research.  

Events.  The participant interviews also included references to single events that 

affected student enrollment.  I will call this situational movement.  For some parents it 

was a negative school related event and for others there were personal situations that 

prompted the use of open-enrollment.  Bullying, negative adult/student interactions, 

personal hardships, or family housing prompted the use of open-enrollment. Whether it 

was to stay at a particular site or seeking a better school environment, each parent 
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exercised choice as a means to improve the school experience for their child. School 

choice literature has not included a focus on how events or circumstances can affect 

choice.  However, the experiences of some of the participants could be linked to mobility 

research.  The literature on school mobility suggest that highly mobile students often 

move to schools of similar demographic profiles or move to schools who have similar 

academic achievement as the prior school (Kebrow et al, 2003; Welsh, 2017).  

Furthermore, mobility research suggests that groups making reactionary or 

nonstructural moves are often lower income, disadvantaged, Black, or Hispanic students 

(Welsh, 2017).  More than half of my participants made school changes in a reactionary 

response.  All of the parents associated with this type of movement fit that profile, which 

is consistent with mobility research.  For families who change schools as a result of a 

negative experience or event, choice may be limited.  They may not have time to 

research schools, have transportation barriers, or they may not be able to gain entry due 

to available openings. This could account for families moving to nearby schools with 

similar profiles. The literature on school choice has not included attention to choice 

decision-making in relation to negative events or situational movement, however it is 

loosely connected to the enrollment behaviors noted in mobility research. School choice 

may facilitate mobility with negative events, although barriers may limit the available the 

choice in these instances.     

Barriers.  Issues of inequity and disparity are prevalent topics in school choice 

research.  Many argue that school choice is only a choice if access is realized (Adnett & 

Davies, 1999; Croninger & Smith, 1994).  If a parent encounters any difficulty in 

actualizing enrollments or entry to a desired school, then choice is limited or halted.  
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Barriers to entry would include difficulty in navigating the enrollment process, waiting 

lists, lotteries, or placement exams, and transportation hardships (Adnett & Davies, 

1999; Croninger & Smith, 1994; West, 2006; André-Betchely, 2007). The participants 

communicated experiences with these barriers.  One parent was not sure how to 

exercise inter-district open enrollment, so her grandson was enrolled in the home school 

based on location.  As her grandson transitions to middle school next school year, she is 

concerned about choice.  Her preferred school has an entrance exam.  Her grandson 

has a learning disability that she feels will impact his consideration for enrollment.  She 

also has limitations with transportation due to her work schedule that will further impede 

choice.  Another parent mentioned that she has had to be vigilant of submitting open-

enrollment forms early because available slots fill quickly.   Several parents also noted 

barriers when researching schools. They did not have enough information about schools 

to make informed decisions, thereby hindering the choice process. With these parents, 

some did not know where to look to find information about the schools, some had limited 

technology access, and others stated that they felt existing references (e.g. websites, 

catalogs, pamphlets) were lacking in their descriptions. 

Among the challenges to open enrollment listed by parents, the most frequently 

described was transportation.   Four parents had access to vehicles, but two did not. 

Owning a vehicle however did not eliminate transportation barriers.  Some parents had 

to drive a considerable distance to the schools.  One family stated they had to make 

several trips daily to accommodate their children’s different schedules and often ran late 

in the mornings trying to get to school.  They were able to manage it only because their 

current employment allowed for some flexibility in their schedules.  Another parent lives 

over 20 miles outside the city, making the daily commute very long.  These two parents 
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did not know if they would continue enrollment in the future if transportation became a 

hardship.  In another family, the parent had to rely on a childcare facility to take her child 

to and from school daily because her work schedule did not coincide with the school 

hours.  With the two parents who did not own vehicles, they both stated that their child’s 

future enrollments were dependent upon where they lived and who could transport their 

children.  Their choices were very limited and they shared that transportation has been a 

struggle in the past.  One student had chronic absenteeism aggravated by the reliance 

on the public transit system and the distance to the school.  Another parent must rely on 

a daily telephone call from her daughter afterschool as a means to monitor her 

daughter’s safe return home.  Her 3rd grade daughter stays home alone until her mother 

returns from work each day.  This same parent shared that when she was enrolled at 

her previous school, her daughter had to take the city bus home daily because there 

were no other transportation options.  Her daughter was in 2nd grade at the time.  These 

last two parents, those without a personal vehicle, also expressed how they continually 

worry about their child experiencing an illness or school emergency and not having a 

means to pick up their child immediately.  For them, transportation is not only a barrier to 

choice schools, but also a challenge with daily attendance at the home school. 

Geographic location.  As part of this summary, I want to briefly address the 

geographic location of the participants’ home schools and choice schools once again.  

With the exception of two parents who were exercising open-enrollment in order to keep 

their child at the same school, the other parents did not select schools far from the home 

school.  Each of these parents selected a school less than three miles from the home 

school and their home neighborhood.  This is consistent with enrollment patterns in 

mobility research. Poor and minority families often stay close to the home school and 
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remain in the same school district (Kebrow et al, 2003; Welsh, 2017).  School moves in 

these instances are often made within a small cluster of schools who share similar 

profiles to include racial, ethnic, economic, or achievement characteristics (Kebrow et al; 

Welsh, 2017).  My study sample purposefully included schools who were in clusters and 

had similar profiles to the other cluster schools.  

Principal contributions.  Although my study did not focus on the perspectives of 

the Principals, I have included some of their opinions as an attempt to fully describe the 

open-enrollment practices of parents at highly-mobile Title I schools.  In relation to 

student mobility trends described in the previous section, both Principals indicated they 

have witnessed students cycling through their schools. These are students who may 

leave for a short time and then return their school. They also noted students moving to 

or from nearby schools.  They identified transportation as a primary factor presenting 

itself in both open enrollment and student mobility trends. They gave examples of school 

selections made to ease the transportations hardships for the parent. In these instances, 

schools were selected based on the school’s proximity to the parent’s workplace, 

caregiver’s home, or childcare facility, and not what the school itself offered. They noted 

that continued enrollment under these circumstances was likely to change if personal 

circumstances changed.   

The Principal narratives also revealed frustration with competition, and 

dissatisfaction with how choice is made.  Both Principals wanted parents to select their 

school based on the programs and resources they had to offer, but had found that often 

this was not how choice was made.  In their opinion, elective enrollment had been 

affected by highly mobile students who may enroll due to extenuating circumstances 
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and not true considerations for what the school offered.  Why parents select schools 

becomes relevant in these considerations.  While the Principal’s did not overtly state 

that some open-enrollment students were unwelcome at their schools, they did express 

wanting more control over how enrollment occurred.  One Principal was concerned 

about not being able to offer placement to parents who were really familiar with the 

school and liked what they had to offer. She felt this was affecting the direction the 

school was moving and improvements she was trying to make.  You could infer that her 

concerns were related to accountability pressure and pressures created by competition.  

Both Principals were very cognizant of the need to not only attract new students, but 

also maintain current enrollment numbers.  They understood that in order to remain 

competitive they had to appeal to parents on many levels.  Mobility was a challenge for 

these schools, particularly because highly mobile students can affect the school’s 

achievement rankings and frequent movers tend to exhibit lower academic performance 

(Pribesh & Downey, 1999).   

Final comments.  To conclude this summary I feel it is important to revisit market-

based reform efforts that focus on the privatization and marketization of schools.    

School choice movements are grounded in neoliberal ideologies.  Neoliberalists contend 

that school reform is premised on competitive markets. By encouraging competition 

among schools, better academic opportunities will be available to parents resulting in 

higher academic achievement for all (Apple, 2004, 2009; Cullen, 2005; English, 2009).  

The findings of my study conflict with this belief.  The parents in my study valued 

different characteristics in schools, or selected schools based on personal/social 

situations.  Academics were not a primary focus of discussion and the participants rarely 

mentioned this as a consideration in the interviews. Furthermore, the schools in my case 
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study were not high achieving schools who offered any specialized programs or 

resources. They were traditional, public schools with similar profiles as the neighboring 

schools.   

While the participants did not expand upon the academic success of their 

children, they also did not indicate that school choice had resulted in higher 

achievement.  This implies that the intent of school choice with regards to eliminating 

educational deficits and improving academic outcomes has not been realized or 

achieved.  The demographics at each school also suggest that attempts to desegregate 

schools through choice have not resulted in any reform.  Both schools continue to have 

high minority, high poverty student populations with high mobility rates. Similar findings 

have emerged in school choice literature.  Schools choice has often led to more social 

stratification, white flight, or had detrimental effects on school communities (Howe & 

Ashcraft, 2005; Smith, 1994; West, 2006).  In short, school choice has not remedied 

educational disparities, and previously presented, many argue it has created more 

segregation and further inequities in the process (Adnett & Davies, 1999; Croninger & 

Smith, 1994; West, 2006).   

On a final note, I want to once again call attention to the mobility research that 

suggests multiple school enrollments can have detrimental effects on school success 

(Isernhagen et al., 2011; Kebrow et al, 2003).  This research also suggests that in some 

cases parents may actually be hindering their child’s success by subjecting them to 

multiple school enrollments, even if those moves were intended to offer better 

opportunities (Engec, 2006).  This implies that parents must be savvy educational 

shoppers in order to ensure their shopping results in successful outcomes.  However, 
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the socio-cultural aspects of school selection do not necessarily match up with the 

traditional definition of successful outcomes measured by test scores and demographic 

data.  It is more complex.  Consumer choice is dependent upon individual preferences 

and what one values. Better educational opportunities for the participants in this study 

were highly personal and subjective. The participants expressed satisfaction with their 

choice selections although their decisions may have not corresponded with the true 

intent of school choice, which is educational reform.  Being able to exercise choice even 

to a lesser degree, can be empowering for parents.  This resonated in the interviews.  

The parents and Principal participants all emphasized the importance of having choice 

regardless of how that choice was realized by each individual.  It was not a question of if 

choice should be offered, it was a question of what each participant desired and how 

they could utilize this option.   In the end, choice was utilized by all the parent 

participants and this resulted in their perception of improved educational opportunities 

for their children.   

Discussion  

This chapter began by restating the intent of this study.  I presented an overall 

summary of the findings and identified similarities and differences between my study 

and extant literature. Open-enrollment was a mechanism used by each family to secure 

different educational opportunities for their children.  The families in my study were not 

wealthy or highly educated individuals, but they each cared deeply for their children and 

wanted them to be happy and successful in school.  Each participant actively used 

choice mechanisms to improve the education of their child and placed great value on 

choice, even if their definition of better differed from the traditional characteristics 
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associated with “better schools.” Therefore, neoliberalism was evident in the actions of 

the parents.  They were empowered to utilize open-enrollment as a way to improve the 

education of their children.   

With regard to similarities between my study and existing research, the most 

consistent findings were those related to social capital.  The importance of social 

networks and home/school relationships emerged repeatedly throughout the narrations.  

However, the findings revealed new perspectives on choice that should be 

considerations for future research.  For example, the emerging themes suggest parents 

may be seeking different criteria when making school selections. Student safety, 

happiness, and events all played a role in the decision-making of the parents, but these 

themes or criteria have not been closely examined in school choice research.  

Furthermore, these criteria are not typically associated with school reform and school 

choice discussions.  Their consideration could be valuable to educational practitioners 

at both the school and district levels, particularly when operating in competitive school 

market environments.   

Additionally, I recommend examining enrollment patterns of highly mobile 

families more closely to provide different perspectives on open-enrollment usage.  

Cyclical movement may suggest limitations or barriers to accessing different learning 

environments.  Parents may want to move their children to different learning 

environments, but challenges with transportation, childcare, or openings may affect the 

schools they have to choose from. They may have to settle for their second, third, or 

fourth choice if those are only ones available to them.  Furthermore, socially based 

barriers such as those related to personal relationships, homelessness, childcare 
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assistance, transportation, may contribute to choice made through reactionary 

responses in negative events.  Socially based moves may also account for cyclical 

moves when children move into and out of the same school. 

Negative events were discussed in both the findings and summary sections of 

this paper.   However, I have not provided a complete summary over events.  Up to this 

point, the presentation of events has been limited to the parent perspectives of these 

experiences, but the Principal narrations also offered some commentary on this theme.  

They noted that highly mobile, open-enrollment students often come with challenging 

histories.  Several of the more mobile parents mentioned negative school-related 

events.  The school was at fault in these instances.  To better understand the situations 

however, it would have been important to find out if protocols or policies were being 

followed appropriately by the school.  What actually transpired?  What actions did the 

school staff take or not take?  Was the child/parent treated unfairly? Or, was the parent 

just unhappy with the outcome? If the parent was just unhappy with the outcome or 

event, did open-enrollment facilitate their movement? These questions present different 

considerations when looking at how open-enrollment (choice) is utilized.  The narrations 

hint at the notion that open-enrollment was used when parents were unhappy with the 

school, but my sample was very small and the findings limited to one sided 

recollections.  I cannot make a judgement on the accuracy of the parents’ accounts, but 

it may be important for future research studies to probe multiple perspectives when 

examining negative events that result in situational movement. 

 With regard to the limited sample, this affected the strength of my findings.  I feel 

this highlights the importance of having support in conducting this type of research.  My 
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study was hindered a great deal by the weak recruitment of parents and lack of support 

by the school staff.  Had the sample been larger and more robust, the findings would 

have been more solidly confirmed through the sample size.  Future research 

implications include expanding the participant sample considerably and include more 

sites that have high mobility, are school-wide Title I schools, and located within a cluster 

schools of similarly profiled schools. The schools should not have any specialized focus 

or be of magnet status.  The participant samples should be more carefully screened to 

include only those parents who are or have used open enrollment and whose children 

have had more than two enrollments in their school careers.  Some of my parents did 

not meet this criteria.  Additionally, I would encourage a large sample of parents who 

represent a broad range of demographic profiles as a way to offer a greater variety of 

perspectives.  Principal participants should be included in the study and it may be 

valuable to include staff participants as well.  I would also recommend revising the 

interview questions to draw out more information related to home economic status, 

personal histories, and student academic performance as a means to better identify 

choice motivations.  Utilizing a mixed-methods approach to the data collection may 

assist with obtaining the background information.  A survey could be used to gather 

statistics about personal demographics and home dynamics, while the qualitative 

interviews will provide more detailed narratives.  Finally, I would recommend future 

studies include a more thorough investigation of the surrounding school neighborhoods 

and school safety/disciplinary records.  This would also aid in drawing comparisons 

between the entry and exit schools and depict more comprehensive school profiles. 
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Implications 

Based on the findings of this study, there are some implications for school 

leaders and organizations.  The findings suggest that there first needs to be better 

tracking of enrollment patterns of students who use school choice. There should be 

attention to frequency of moves, and tracking of where students move from and to, and 

monitoring of why students move.  Perhaps schools need to conduct entrance/exit 

surveys and interviews to identify what factors contribute to open-enrollment moves.  

This is of particular importance for mid-year school moves associated with negative 

events. Schools may be able to provide supports or connect parents with resources if 

reactionary moves are made as a result of personal hardships.  If the parent feels the 

school is responsible for a negative event, an exit interview would provide the 

opportunity to repair relationships or remedy the situation before physically withdrawing 

the student.    

There is also a need to support students and families when switching schools.  

Perhaps positions could be created to support student movement.  For example, 

schools could assign transition counselors or liaisons to help new students and families 

transition to the new school. Furthermore, the use of family liaisons could be used to 

ensure families who do not live in the neighborhood feel welcome and connected with 

the school, and receive timely communication.   Staffing positions such as family 

liaisons at highly mobile schools would serve to help with transitions and also provide 

support for families who are experiencing personal hardships.  While the scope of this 

work may already be included in the work of family liaisons presently, additional training 

may be needed to ensure they are effective.  Newer liaisons may be unfamiliar with 
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community resources or not have made connections with organizations to support their 

work.  Additionally, attention to transportation barriers may need to be included in any 

future policy, legislation, or district plans, as a means to support true access and 

participation in choice opportunities. Both support positions and transportation plans 

have fiscal implications for educational funding.  School organizations may need to 

reexamine how they allocate funds for recruitment and retention efforts.  Allocations 

may not need to be directed towards publicity related efforts, but rather focused on the 

supports students need to be successful with moves and to ensure successful, long-

term participation.  This could result in better outcomes than promotional activities. 

With regard to families who move due to unhappiness with a school, if schools 

are at fault, retraining staff on policies or procedures may be necessary, particularly if 

staff are not adhering to district guidelines. Additionally sensitivity training, culturally 

responsiveness, or social justice-based staff development may serve to support positive 

home/school relationships.  Revisions to open-enrollment policies may also support 

families with transportation barriers and refine choice practices.  This may be an 

important consideration when parents make moves based on unhappiness where a 

school is not at fault.  This may also deter unnecessary movement that can impact 

overall student success.  With regard to happiness, probing the role of student agency in 

neoliberalism may also provide further insight into choice decision-making.  Are parents 

the shoppers, or are the students the shoppers?  The parents in the study suggested 

that their children’s emotions dictated school enrollment in direct and indirect ways.  The 

voice of the student could be a further consideration for school recruitment efforts.  
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Final implications may be for policy makers who are looking at school choice as 

the best mechanism for reform.  I would suggest that any new legislation use relevant 

literature to review the success of choice programs as they work towards addressing 

where it has fallen short.  Specifically, mobility research should be taken into account 

when determining how best to implement reform efforts.  I am not suggesting in any way 

that choice be eliminated or limited, but am highlighting the need to provide additional 

student and family supports and/or funding to ensure that all students are successful 

when transitioning to new schools.  This to me, is the responsive way to provide choice.  

Families today have greater needs, come from increasingly diverse backgrounds, and 

parents are pushing for more personalized education opportunities to support their 

children.  This is a tall order for school organizations to fill, particularly public school 

entities.  This may not align with the initial intent of reform efforts or result in school 

reform, but it is a reality that schools must now be prepared to respond to.   

Conclusion 

Through this study’s findings, some conclusions may be drawn.  The first is that 

families in highly mobile, high poverty schools exercise school choice for different 

reasons than those previously presented in prevailing research.  Test scores and 

achievement rankings are not of great importance. Neither are curricular programs or 

resources.  The participants valued safety, happiness, and relationships above all else.   

The second conclusion is that negative events are highly impactful to continued 

school enrollment.  I described enrollment changes resulting from negative events as 

situational movement since a situation dictated the action.  The participant narratives 

indicate that situational movement can happen in response to both personal and school 
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connected events. When related to school, these negative events were most often 

described in conjunction to student safety, student/parents happiness and satisfaction, 

and could also be associated with break downs in home/school relationships.   

It can also be concluded that there may be a connection between negative events 

and frequent student mobility in high-poverty schools. The participants described 

behaviors and experiences often associated with students in mobility research. Once 

again suggesting that usage of open-enrollment at high poverty schools differs from the 

open enrollment of higher socio-economic status student groups.  The Principals noted 

that highly mobile students who use open enrollment tend to present more at-risk 

characteristics as compared to students whose parents are selecting the school based 

on programmatic offerings or resources.  The at-risk characteristics include personal 

hardships and troubled school histories such as high absenteeism, low performance or 

disciplinary issues. 

This study also presented examples of parents who utilized school choice to 

move to schools with very similar profiles as the previous school and were 

geographically close to the previous school.  This further asserts that parents in high 

poverty schools exhibit unique behaviors when making school selections. They may 

also face barriers that further limits their choice resulting in selecting nearby schools.  

Student movement among similar schools are most often associated with mobility 

research and have not been examined in depth through school choice literature.  

Although one could conclude that movement to similar schools does not improve a 

child’s education, one could also argue that perhaps the overall school experience is still 

enhanced by choice.  Students may be more successful in environments that address 
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personal needs that extend beyond an academic focus.  Therefore, choice results in 

providing a better fit.   

Lastly, I want to recap some of the literature presented throughout this paper and 

make a final point with relation to the findings of this study.  Barriers to access and entry 

continue to exist, therefore the notion of choice is not a reality for many parents.  

Furthermore, the intent of neoliberal movements is not evident in how parents exercise 

choice.  Choice varies by class, ethnicity and socio-economic status, and not all parents 

value the same characteristics in schools. The parents of this study clearly departed 

from the assumption that test scores and academic offerings make for better schools. In 

short, the findings of this study are a contradiction to the goal of neoliberalism. 

The conclusions have presented were based on a limited sample however, and 

further research examining the use of open-enrollment in high poverty schools is 

necessary to confirm these findings.  Despite a smaller sample however, I believe I felt I 

was able to capture some clear trends among the participant experiences to support my 

conclusions.  I have been able to adequately address the research questions which 

have guided this study and have identified factors that prompted the families to make 

school changes. My study offered comparisons among school profiles related to school 

moves, and these comparisons have included the recording of geographic distances 

among the schools in the participants’ school histories.  Finally, I was able to establish 

connections between the actualized utilization of open-enrollment and mobility research.  

This study can serve to drive future educational research studies to examine different 

areas of choice behaviors, and has future implications for both practitioners and 

policymakers. As a final point, I want to add that by extending the type of research 
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presented in this study, better supports (e.g. legislation, funding, practices) for the 

mechanism of school choice can be adopted, thereby resulting in more student success 

with elective mobility.   
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Figures 

 

Figure 1:  Map of Cluster Schools 
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Figure 2:  Geographic Distance between Schools 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A. Parent Interview Questions 

 

Opening interview question- Please describe your family for me. Probe for family 

background, including questions such as:  How many people are in your family, and who 

lives in your household? What are the ages and grades levels of any school age 

children in your home?  Are you employed, and if so, what type of work do you do?  Do 

you own a vehicle? Income level if possible etc. 

1. Tell me about the school your child is currently attending.  

2. How long have they been attending this school? 

3. Do you have other children attending this school, or have you had this child or 

other children attend this school in previous years? 

4. Is this your home school? 

5. If not, what made you decide on enrolling your child in a school other than your 

home school? 

6. How was this particular school selected? 

7. Did you know anything about the school prior to enrolling your child at this 

school? 

8. If you did, how did you learn about this school? 

9. Did you have any friends or relatives attending this school before you decided to 

move your child here?  

10. In what ways is this current school like the other school(s) your child(ren) have 

attended? 
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11. In what ways is this current school different than the other school(s) your 

child(ren) have attended? 

12. Do you feel that moving to this school was a good choice? Why or why not? 

13. Do you believe your child will continue to attend this school?  Why or why not? 

14. How do you feel about having a choice as to which school your child attends? 

15. Are there any barriers affecting how you make a school selection for your child? 
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Appendix B. Principal Interview Questions 

 

Opening interview question- Please tell me a little about yourselves. Probe for work and 

educational history. 

 

1. Please describe your school for me (demographics, mobility, etc.) 

2. Tell me how Open-enrollment impacts your school?   

3. How does Open-enrollment affect your leadership and the way you lead? 

4. Can you share any other information, opinions, or perceptions on school choice, 

and open-enrollment that affects your practice, school, or you personally? 
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