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Falbo, Glover, Holcombe, and Stokes’s article “Antecedents and Consequences of Residential Choice and School Transfer” appeared in the peer-reviewed journal Education Policy Analysis Archives (2005). We are told that the primary question is this: Is there a link between parents’ education, race, ethnicity, and income and their desire to relocate their children to other schools?  What actually absorbs much of the research and the report is attempting to establish the validity of a model proposed by Schneider, Teske, and Marschall (2000) that purports to identify a correlation between parental choice, parental involvement, and student achievement. The purpose of this critique is to evaluate the research questions, literature review, methodology, design, and findings of this study to determine if it is significant, logical, and appropriate and to examine its importance to educational policy and practice. The findings offer little of significance to policy or practice except for a clear indication that school choice will further stratify America’s schools, a policy against which I have a strong bias.  
Topic and Review of Literature

Topic. We are given two questions (a and b) about which the authors have already made two assumptions (c and d) based on the Schneider, Teske, and Marschall model: (a.) To what extent are the mechanisms of choice, involvement, achievement, and satisfaction affected by school choice? (b) Do the mechanisms of choice, involvement, achievement, and satisfaction affect parents’ motivation to move their children to another school? (c.) School choice is associated with greater parental involvement, student achievement, and parental satisfaction. (d.) Parents with less choice, involvement, and satisfaction with their children’s school and children whom they perceive to be unsuccessful will be more motivated to move students. Clear, reliable research that can help us to understand the intended and unintended consequences of school choice is worthwhile to scholars, policy makers, and practitioners. 

Literature Review. There was no literature review as such; however, the researchers established a context by exploring historical precedents for residential choice and by referencing a 1993 study (NCES, 1997) that showed 40% of parents nationwide selected housing based on schools. The report explored stratification in the past and present (Orfield & Lee, 2004) and beyond Austin, Texas. The debate over school choice (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Friedman, 1955; Glass, 1994; Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2000) and references to previous studies also appeared in the report at relevant points.  

Research Design

Subjects. Through random sampling stratified by ethnic/racial group, low-income status, and school level, 909 parents who had children enrolled in the Austin, Texas Independent School District during the 2000-2001 school year participated in telephone interviews conducted in English or Spanish. Interviewers asked questions about a specific student’s school experiences and achievement, including items about parents’ perception of their own involvement in school, their right to choose schools, their motivation to change schools, and their satisfaction with the quality of their child’s education. 

Procedures. Professional interview staff at the Office of Survey Research at the University of Texas made the 3,481 calls necessary to actually interview 909 parents. The reports of respondents who selected schools using residential choice were separated from parents who selected schools by transfer.  The study identified two types of stratification, one related to the demographics being examined and one to the source of parents’ telephone numbers.  The research design was planned to replicate the actual composition of the Austin school district in terms of racial and ethnic identity, socio-economic status, and school level. Researchers also stratified parents based on the source of telephone numbers. Some parents had working phone numbers; others had to be recovered from a phone company.    

Instruments. Interviewers asked between 34 and 38 questions (four additional questions for parents of secondary students). The report did not include a script used by the multiple interviewers or all of the actual questions asked. Instead, 11 items are listed under one of these five categories: residential choice, involvement, achievement, satisfaction, and motivation to move. The number of the 11 topics listed under each category varied from one to three. Some of these items were statements such as “My child’s academic skills are at or above his/her grade level”; some were questions such as “How successful do you think your child has been overall this year in school?”  Reponses were Likert ratings with a number from 1 to 5 for some items, from 1 to10 for other items. No explanation for the variation in range or how the two sets of numbers merged was included, nor did the report explain what qualifiers (Strongly Disagree, Disagree, etc.) were used with all of the numbers.  

Limitations. None indicated. 

Appropriateness of Design. The selection of subjects and separation of data were careful and appropriate.  We are not given enough information about the procedures or the interview instrument to evaluate their appropriateness to the subject of inquiry. 

Data and Findings

Presentation.  The methods section was divided into the usual elements of research design: the subjects (school district), sampling procedure (the unit of analysis was the individual student), the interview instrument, and data analysis (which covered limitations).  There was no treatment since this was an attempt to collect and describe perceptions.   The results section was oddly configured: sample and measurement were followed by individual sections on parent involvement, student achievement, school stratification, and motivation to move—each treated as a distinct issue. Then, independent of the results section, were separate parts on (1) school choice and stratification and (2) school choice and the parent decision-making model. While the interview instrument collected data on residential choice, involvement, achievement, satisfaction, and motivation to move, the report provided findings on those topics as well as (1) school choice and stratification and (2) school choice and the parent decision-making model. Variation between topics on which data were collected and topics on which results were reported was indicative of a persistent problem with consistency. 

Data Analysis. Parents reported that 79% of students went to their assigned schools; 44% of parents said they had selected their housing because of the neighboring schools, so residential choice clearly was in operation. Another 14% transferred schools within district; 7% said they did not know. 

Researchers calculated correlation coefficients between the demographic variables and the choice variables. Poorer parents were less likely to exercise residential choice. White and Hispanic parents were more likely to exercise residential choice than African-American parents. Parents who were better educated, not poor, or had white or Hispanic children were more likely to transfer students within the district, but parents of secondary and African-American students were more likely to transfer children out of the district. The authors qualified their findings with the statement that patterns could reflect housing realities in Austin rather than more general demographic trends. Residential choice had some—mildly—statistically significant correlation with parents’ perception of their child’s school and academic success while transfers within districts produced no statistically significant results. The report went on to state that “the more residential choice parents reported exerting, the more they thought the school took their ideas seriously[,] . . .the more achievement they saw in their children [,and] . . . the more satisfied they were with the school” (p. 12).  

Critique of Findings. Little clear evidence is cited for claims made in this study. The report “suggested that the mechanisms of the parent decision-making model had explanatory power in terms of explaining what motivates parents to move their children to another school” (p. 12). The only options about which parents had the opportunity to vocalize an opinion in the sample of questions listed in the report verified the parent decision-making model. Parents were asked no open-ended questions and could only respond with varying degrees of support for the parent decision-making model. Questions were phrased in such a way as to assure that the results confirmed the intuitions or assumptions that controlled the design of the interview questions. Moreover, we were not given all of the procedures or statistics, only a sampling selected by the authors. 

Some basic assumptions are also questionable.  Even though the questions may be designed to explore how parents perceive their children’s education, the basic assumption underlying several questions is that if schools listen to parents, and parents are satisfied, student achievement is satisfactory and/or rising.  We can see just how unrealistic parents are about their children when “Most parents (94%) indicated that they expected their children to go to and graduate from college” (p. 7).  According to the Texas Education Agency (2005), by 2003 the graduation rate in all of Texas had risen to 84.2% with a little less than 50% of those graduates matriculated for higher education.  Those Austin parents reported their hopes for their children, not objective reality. Those same parents would be equally clueless about whether or not their child’s skills were at or above grade level; yet, the claims of this study rely on those very perceptions.  
Evaluation of Findings

Falbo, Glover, Holcombe, and Stokes admit that Schneider, Teske, and Marschall’s parent decision-making model has little empirical substantiation and basically requires a leap of faith rather than following a chain of reasoning; nevertheless, part of this study’s focus was to discover whether that model helps us to understand parents’ moving their children. This concentration on the Schneider model—the least useful area of the research, based on economic theory that has little apparent connection to an educational setting—is hard to understand.  They found that parents who chose their children’s schools were no more likely to be actually involved in their children’s schools than other parents, and no attempt was made to ascertain whether or not parental involvement actually improved school achievement.

Regardless of the death of proof, the authors stated that this study provided some support for the idea that giving parents the right “to choose their children’s schools will improve the quality of American’s primary and secondary education” (p. 12). The later statement that “no benefits were found for parents who had transferred their children within the district” (p.13) clearly conflicted with that notion. There was no corroborating evidence that parents were involved more when their children were transferred within the district or that children’s achievement went up anywhere—except in their parents’ minds.  Benefits occurred only when residential choice was exercised, and benefits resulting from residential choice would be impossible to separate from variables such as socio-economic status and parent education. 

In fact, we would have a difficult time establishing any sureties from this study. No operational definitions were given, and those that can be inferred are narrow and arguable.  Achievement and success can only be defined by the questions that ask parents if their child is functioning at or above grade level (Below average is not even a choice!) and how generally successful their child is at school.  We can infer from the interview questions that “parental involvement” in this study means contacting the school to advocate for the child or check progress.  Given the number of ways (posts on the Internet, web pages, emails, and computer-produced reports to name a few) schools today quickly, routinely, and automatically provide parents with progress reports and assignments, parents can stay informed without turning off the TV, picking up a telephone, or even being at home.  Of course, involvement of the sort that could be expected to actually raise student achievement demands more than asking for a report.  

The methodology used to address the research questions is inappropriate—or, at best, the reporting of it is inadequate. A more substantial discussion of procedures and the instrument would be helpful. We were informed that the research data from parents whose working phone numbers were on file at school were kept separate from the data collected from parents whose phones had been disconnected and that 81% of the parents interviewed were mothers,  but we were not told when interviews took place, what time of day or night or what days of the week.  Interviewers did not call again if they got an answering machine or a busy signal five times. Were additional, unrecognized levels of stratification in effect because of this design?

Other design flaws could have further distorted the data. It is easy to imagine parents becoming confused on the telephone during an interview that mixed questions and statements and ranges of 1-5 and 1-10 for responses—and allowed for no open response. What assumptions would parents have made after being told that “My child’s academic skills are at or above his/her grade level” has a possible range of 5 points while “How successful do you think your child has been overall this year in school?” has a range of 10? How did these assumptions color their responses? 

Conclusions

What this study shows definitively is this: Parents’ satisfaction with both schools and their children’s academic success is tied to their belief that schools listen to them and the knowledge that they have exerted residential choice; however, parents who choose their children’s schools are no more likely to be actually involved in their children’s schools than other parents, and no clear connection between parental involvement or attitudes and actual student performance has been established.  However, given the data from this study, parent satisfaction has nothing to do with students’ experiencing a robust curriculum that improves their skills and helps them achieve measurable academic success. Allowing parents to select their children’s schools based on nothing more scientific than the fact that doing so makes parents feel appreciated serves no societal or educational purpose and will further stratify our schools and our society.  
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