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The goal of this thesis is to understand the consequences of educational choice 

in the public school system. The research takes place in San Antonio, Texas. The 

research encompasses meaningful comparisons between three sets of low income 

students and their families: 1) those who chose to remain in their attendance-zone 

school, 2) those who enrolled in the multilingual program, and 3) those who applied to 

the multilingual program but were not admitted because of space limitations. 

The project compares student achievement, parental satisfaction, and parental 

involvement among the three groups. The comparison of these groups offers a unique 

look on the impact of school choice on the public school system. Texas has recently 

implemented a statewide school choice initiative; therefore, this study is very timely. 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF TABLES v 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS vi 

Chapter 

1. INTRODUCTION 1 

The Demise of Public Education 
Demographic Trends 
Why Choice is Important in Education 
Accountability, Equity, And Diversity 
Types of Choice 
The Evaluation of Student Achievement 
Public School Choice Model 
Definitions 
The SAISD Multilingual Program 
Significance of the Research 
Summary ami Organization 

2. HISTORY OF CHOICE 23 

The Appearance of Magnet Schools as a Choice Option 
How Choice Affects Achievement 
How Choice Affects Parental Involvement 
Parental Choice 
How Choice Influences Desegregation 
Characteristics of Families 
Past Public-School Choice Studies 
Summary 

3. DATA, MODELS, MEASURES, AND METHODS 46 

The Problem of Selection Bias 
Summary 



4. RESULTS 56 

Student Achievement 
Parental Satisfaction 
Parental Participation and Involvement 
Summary 

5. CONCLUSION 67 

Implications for Future Research 
Implications for Public Policy 

APPENDIX: SURVEY INSTRUMENT 70 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 77 



LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1: Pre-Test and Post-Test Scores For Students: 
Taken From The Mean of The Reading and Math Scores Combined 58 

Table 2: Multilingual Students Model Results 
Dependent Variable: Pre-test Scores 59 

Table 3: Multilingual Students Model Results 
Dependent Variable: Post-Test Scores 59 

Table 4: Wait-listed Students Model Results 
Dependent Variable: Pre-Test Scores 60 

Table 5: Nonchoosing Students Model Results 

Dependent Variable: Pre-Test Scores 60 

Table 6: Parents' Assignment of Grades to Their Children's Schools 61 

Table 7: Parents' Satisfaction With The Amount Their Child Learned 61 

Table 8: Parents' Satisfaction With School Discipline 61 

Table 9: Change in Participation In The Child's Homework 64 

Table 10: Changes in Overall Participation and Involvement 64 



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 

Figure 1-1: Ratings of Public Schools 4 

Figure 3-1: Makeup of the Participants 48 

Figure 3-2: Family Income 50 

Figure 3-3: Number of Children in the Family 50 

Figure 3-4: Gender Makeup of the Students 51 

Figure 3-5: Racial Makeup of the Students 51 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Does school choice-the ability to select a school rather than being assigned to 

one-increase student achievement? This question has far-reaching implications. Two 

of these implications include issues of parental satisfaction and involvement. Does 

choice increase the level of parental satisfaction? Does giving parents a choice make 

them more involved in their child's education? The context of school choice in this 

thesis concerns the effects of public school choice on students, parents, and educational 

institutions. Scholars define a program with a positive effect as one that achieves some 

movement toward a desired goal. In public education, these desired goals are high 

student achievement, parental satisfaction, and parental involvement. The essential 

issue is whether a student who attends a public school of choice will have a higher 

achievement level than a student who attends traditional public schools. 

Ernest Boyer of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 

summarizes the issue of choice in the following way: 

The decade-long struggle to reform American education suddenly seems 

to hang on a single word: choice. Just a generation ago, freedom of 

choice was the rallying cry of those who clung to their self-proclaimed 

right to attend single-race schools. These days, school choice is a 



crusade with different meanings~and vastly wider appeal. Americans, it 

is argued, should be given a far greater voice in selecting the schools 

their children attend. From the nation's most respected political and 

academic pulpits, advocates of choice are promoting this option, driven 

by conviction that public schools are in deep trouble and that bold, 

creative steps are needed to shake up a lethargic education system.1 

The Demise of Public Education 

American primary and secondary public schools have been considered critical 

and volatile areas in recent history.2 Many national reports have emphasized how 

public education has plummeted even though spending has increased. In 1987-88 

America spent $184 billion on K-12 public education, which was an increase of 34 

percent from 1983. The Reagan Administration commissioned the National 

Commission on Excellence in Education to report on the status of the American 

education system. This commission reported its findings in the highly publicized A 

Nation at Risk, which reported that the public education system is a growing sphere of 

mediocrity. 

Until recently, concerns with public schools dealt with whether the school was 

effective. Education scholars once thought that an effective school was one that had 

'E. L. Boyer, "Forward," School Choice: Examining the Evidence, Eds. Edith Rassell and Richard Rothstein 
(Washington D.C.: Economic Policy Institute, 1993) xii. 

2W. H. Clune and J. F. Witte, Eds., Choice and Control in American Education Volume 1 (New York: Falmer 
Press, 1990) 1; J. Allen, "Improving Education: Lessons From the States," The Heritage Foundation State 
Backgrounds 25 (April 1990): 1-11. 



high standards and educational expectations, order, discipline, strong leadership, and a 

team approach. However, new problems have arisen that caused the components of 

effectiveness to change. In recent years, urban districts have experienced accelerated 

levels of student dropout rates, low academic achievement, high absenteeism, violence, 

and drug related incidents.3 This trend has led to great shifts in the satisfaction levels 

of Americans towards public schools. Evidence of dissatisfaction can be found in the 

public's responses in national public opinion polls. For example, the Gallup Poll has 

been documenting fluctuations in Americans' attitudes toward the public education 

system for more than twenty years. People were asked to rate the public school system 

using the grades of A through F with A being the best. In 1983, the confidence level 

in American public schools reached an all-time low. Only 31% of those asked graded 

the public school system with an A or B while more than 50% graded it with a C or 

below.4 These ratings have increased slightly over the years. 

The shift in satisfaction has led to a movement to increase educational choice 

and to decentralize decision- making in public schools.5 When considering possible 

evidence for the trends of public education, one factor needs to be considered: 

demographic trends can greatly affect education. Educational researchers have 

described these trends as being possible causes of shifts in education over the years. 

3D. R. Waldrip, W. L. Marks, and N. Estes, Eds., Magnet School Policy Studies and Evaluation (Austin: 
Morgan Printing, 1993) 5. 

4 S. Elam, "The 22nd Annual Gallup Poll of the Public's Attitudes Toward the Public Schools/' Phi Delta 
Kappan (September 1990) 214-215. 

5Clune and Witte, Choice and Control in American Education: Volume One 1. 



Figure 1-1 
Rating of Public Schools (In Percentages): Gallup Poll from 1974 to 1988 

1974 75 76 77 78 79 80 

A or B C or Below 

Demographic Trends 

The demographic trends in the United States are vastly changing. The senior 

citizen population is growing, while the proportion of families with children in the 

public schools is declining. Middle- and upper-class parents are increasingly 

withdrawing support for and losing faith in the public school system. As a result, these 

families are placing their children in private schools. In short, each generation, 

especially the highly educated upper middle class, has become more and more quality 

conscious. These families are not accepting mediocrity in a school system. Added to 

this is the fact that the affluent segment of the baby-boom generation is less committed 
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to support public schools than earlier generations.6 

The students from the middle- and upper-classes are moving to private schools 

or schools in the suburbs. The minority, low-income, and language barrier students 

are left behind in the urban public schools. Patterns form when the parents refuse to 

finance or send their children to these urban schools. These parents are usually double-

wage earner families who can pay to get what they want. In short, they support 

excellence, choice, and privatization in education.7 

These developments illustrate how public education is in real danger. In fact, 

scholars have argued that American public schools are facing their first real crisis.8 As 

education policy researchers, D. L. Clark and T. Asuto, explain: 

"There has been a 180-degree shift in emphasis away from the values 

that guided federal policy in the 1970s: from equity to excellence; from 

needs and access to ability and selectivity; from regulations and 

enforcement to deregulation; from the common school to parental choice 

and institutional competition; and from social welfare concerns to 

economic and productivity concerns."9 

6Clune and Witte, Choice and Control in American Education: Volume One 1. 

7 W. L. Boyd and C. T. Kerchner, The Politics of Excellence and Choice in Education: 1987 Yearbook of the 
Politics of Education Association (New York: Falmer Press, 1988). 

* J. W. Gutheris and J. Koppich, "Exploring the Political Economy of National Education Reform," The 
Politics of Excellence and Choice in Education, Eds. William Lowe Boyd and Charles Taylor Kerchner (New York: 
Falmer Press, 1988) 30. 

9 E. J. White, D. L. Clark, and T. Astuto, An Analysis of Public Support for the Educational Policy Preferences 
of the Reagan Administration (The University Conncil for Educational Administration) (Charlottesville: University 
of Virginia, 1986). 
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This change in values illustrates how many traditional tenets of public education are 

being challenged. 

Education researchers John Chubb and Terry Moe argue that public schools do 

not have the same advantages as private schools. Many public school students come 

from families who put almost no emphasis on education. In return, many students have 

poor attitudes and parents do little to help. Because a private school is not an option 

for many low-income families, parents are forced to send their children to an 

environment with non-caring, non-supportive students and parents. Parents in the 

private sector are more supportive of their child's school, and have higher expectations 

for their students. As a whole, private-school parents play more of an active and 

responsible role in their child's education than public-school parents.10 

Why Choice is Important in Education 

Social scientists have argued three specific reasons in support of choice in 

education. First, families should have the right to choose the type of education that 

they want for their children. Parents should be able to choose schools that reinforce 

traditions ami values that are similar to their own. Second, even among schools of the 

same type, families can choose the school that best fits the specific educational needs 

for their child. Third, choice among schools will lead to greater competition for 

students. Competition will bring about an improvement in school efficiency with 

respect to student achievement. This last reason addresses the economic argument 

10 J. Chubb and T. Moe, Politics, Markets, and America's Schools (Washington, D P • The Brookings 
Institution, 1990). 



concerning monopolies. Without choice, the public school system does not compete 

for students. Without competitive pressures, the school system cannot achieve 

efficiency.11 

These three arguments rest on certain causal connections. First, parents can 

match their child's talents to a particular type of school. If a student is in a school 

appropriate to his or her talents, the student will enjoy school more, study harder, and 

learn more. Second, parents who choose the type of school for their child will become 

more satisfied with the educational system and more involved in the educational 

process. These increases in parent satisfaction and involvement will increase student 

learning. Third, competition among schools for students will make schools more 

responsive to the educational goals and needs of students and parents.12 I will test the 

connection between choice and achievement, parental satisfaction, and involvement. 

Accountability, Equity, And Diversity 

Social scientists have debated both sides of the early argument of competition in 

public education. They contend that introducing competition in the form of choice will 

promote accountability, equity, and diversity. This argument deals with economic, 

social, and ideological issues. 

11 H. Levin, "The Theory of Choice Applied To Education," Choice and Control in Amp.rir.an Education 
Volume T, Eds. William Clune and John Witte (New York: Falmer Press, 1990) 249-250. 

12 E. Adair, K. Ho, and K. Godwin, "School Choice and Parental Satisfaction and Involvement" (Paper 
delivered at the annual meeting of the Southwest Social Science Association, Dallas, TX March 1995). 
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Accountability 

The notion of accountability in public education has seen a rise in popularity 

over the past few years. Both educational researchers and parents have criticized 

public education for spending more money than ever before, while graduating students 

who are not competent. Under a system of choice, however, public schools would be 

forced to compete for students. These schools must have something that the students 

and parents want or need, such as a unique curriculum or teaching style. This 

competition will make public schools accountable for their expenses, resources, and 

outputs. In other words, parents who are given a choice will send their child to a 

school that has the most to offer for the least cost. 

Equity 

Public education has not been equitable over the years, in that all members of 

society cannot receive the same quality education. If a student's parents are wealthy, 

the quality of education can increase substantially. Wealth allows parents to send their 

child far from home. As well, wealthy parents conglomerate and form separate school 

districts. Under a system of choice, school systems give all parents an option of 

choice. Because all parents choose from the same pool of schools, choice is provided 

non-discriminatorily. The school systems usually provide transportation, especially for 

lower-income families. With these provisions, virtually every student will have the 

same opportunity to attend the school that best suits him. 
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Diversity 

Public schools need to be diverse. A problem for public schools has been in 

placing students in an environment that will be most beneficial. Different students have 

different needs, abilities, and interests. Teaching styles, class sizes, environment, and 

curriculum can greatly affect students' ability to learn. Choice allows parents to select 

the school or program that best fits their instructional or learning style.13 Parents can 

match each student with the school that will promote the highest achievement levels for 

the child. 

Types of Choice 

Two types of choice exist in American schools: private/market choice and 

public choice. Both types have received considerable attention through the years. 

Although the arguments and goals are similar, the premises and organization of the 

schools are quite different. 

Private Choice 

A private choice system relies on tuition being paid by the state. A popular 

version of the market choice system is educational vouchers. States give these 

vouchers to students to be used to attend the educational institution of their choice. 

Market choice is virtually nonexistent in the United States. Students sent to private 

schools usually have different demographics than traditional school students. These 

private-school students are often wealthier and have higher educated parents. One 

13 T. W. Young and E. Clinchy, Choice in Puhlic Education (New York: Teachers College Press, 1992). 
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cannot ignore the socioeconomic differences between the two types of students. 

There is only one publicly funded school voucher plan in the United States that 

pays most of the expenses of students who attend private schools~the Milwaukee 

Voucher Program. John Witte studied this program and found it difficult to compare 

students who attended private schools at their parents' expense with students who 

attended public schools. Choice parents were highly involved in the schools and had 

very positive attitudes toward their schools, but there was little change in student 

achievement.14 

Some choice proponents assert that choice programs must include private 

schools to provide parents a wide range of options and to ensure sufficient competition 

with public schools to simulate change.15 The Carnegie Foundation (1992) reached 

three conclusions concerning the choice programs in the United States. First, many 

parents who exercise school choice do so for non-academic reasons. Second, when 

choice options are available to families, the choice process tends to work much better 

for the better educated who have more economic resources. Third, families who 

participate in school choice tend to feel good about their decisions. As a result, they 

are highly supportive of the programs they choose.16 

14 J. Witte, First Year Report: Milwaukee Parental Choice Program (Madison: University of Wisconsin, Robert 
M. La Follette Institute of Public Affairs, 1991); J. Witte, "Public Subsidies For Private Schools: What We Know 
and How We Proceed," Educational Policy 6 (1992): 206-227; J. Witte and M. E. Rigdon, "Private School Choice: 
The Milwaukee Low-Income Voucher Experiment" (Paper delivered at the annual meeting of the American Political 
Science Association, Chicago, IL. September 1992). 

15 Chubb and Moe , Politics, Markets and America's Schools. 

16 Carnegie Foundation, School Choice: A Special Report, (Princeton, NJ: Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching, 1992). 
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Public Choice 

The opposite of the market choice system is the public choice system. The 

public choice system involves creating more public school alternatives from which 

students and their parents can choose. Public-school choice has two formats. In the 

first format, parents choose among alternatives in terms of programs and curricula in a 

single school. In the second format, parents choose a school from a large list of public 

schools. Two types of school plans that involve choice are intradistrict and interdistrict 

plans. 

Intradistrict Plans 

Intradistrict plans allow students and parents to choose a school from any public 

school in the district. One example is open enrollment, where students are initially 

placed in a school and then choose a school to which to transfer based on space 

availability. Another type of intradistrict plan is controlled choice. In this type, 

parents and students may apply to any school in their attendance zone. Controlled 

choice does not allow complete freedom because the parents have a list of schools from 

which to choose. 

Interdistrict Plans 

Interdistrict plans give parents and students the option of selecting a school 

outside the district. School systems grant transfers based on space and racial balance. 

Ten states have interdistrict plans: Arkansas, Idaho, Massachusetts, Minnesota, 
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Nebraska, Ohio, Texas, Utah, and Washington.17 

Alternative Schools 

Alternative and magnet schools are individual schools of choice that are 

thematic in their curricula. These themes can include such areas as math/science, 

theater arts, career education, or foreign languages. Both types of choice schools were 

designed for a specific type of student such as at-risk, gifted, vocational, multiethnic, 

and multiracial for desegregation purposes.18 

The oldest choice option is alternative schools, which were created in response 

to a public outcry in the 1960s. This outcry called for reform in the public school 

system due to the high rate of dissatisfaction of students and parents. During this time, 

students were forced to attend traditional schools based on race. Parents thought that 

traditional schools did not provide an adequate education; thus the courts became 

involved. Alternative schools give just what their name implies-alternatives. These 

alternatives could be in the form of teaching styles, school environment, or whatever 

students and parents deem feasible. Students were not forced to attend these alternative 

schools. Instead, parents were free to choose this type of education for their child. By 

1981, an estimated 10,000 alternative schools provided a variety of options to more 

than three million students nationwide.19 

17 Young and Clinchy Choice in Public Education fi-7 

" Young and Clinchy Choice in Public F/liication 91 

19 M. A. Raywid, "Family Choice Arrangements in Public Schools: A Review of the Literature," Review of 
Educational Research 55 (Winter 1985): 435-67. 
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Research on alternative schools has been limited compared with that on magnet 

schools. In 1984, Martin Gold and David Mann found that students in alternative 

schools were less disruptive, more positive, received improved grades, and had better 

trained teachers.20 

Magnet Schools 

The main difference between alternative and magnet schools is their purpose. 

Magnet schools were created in the early 1970s when many urban school districts 

began seeking alternatives to court-ordered busing. Because of the high quality 

education offered, these schools would attract students from all segments of the 

community. In turn, this would promote voluntary desegregation. The magnet school 

approach seeks to balance the community's interest in educational equity, excellence, 

and parental choice.21 

Magnet schools represent the most common school option within the public 

sector. Originally conceived as an inducement to integration, magnet schools now 

enroll an average of 20 percent of high school students in large urban districts.22 

Parental expectations concerning innovative curricula and quality teaching in 

combination with ethnic quotas assure a mix of students from across attendance zones 

who have above average talents and skills. Although there is evidence that magnet 

20 Young and Clinchy Choice in Piihlir FHnratinn ->1 

21 M. Musumeci and R. Szczypkowski, "New York State Magnet School Evaluation Study," Magnet Crhnni 
Policy Studies and F,valuations, Eds. Donald Waldrip, Walter Marks, and Nolan Estes (Austin: Morgan Printing 
1993). 

22 R. K. Blank, "Educational Effects of Magnet Schools," Choice and Control in American FAiratinn Vnlnmp 
2, Eds. William H. Clune and John F. Witte, (New York: Falmer Press, 1990). 
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schools improve racial balance and help reduce white flight, it is not clear that magnet 

schools increase student achievement. Few studies have contained statistical analysis 

controls for the effects of student selection factors and the socioeconomic composition 

of the student body.23 

Magnet schools generally do not allow open admissions. Many admit only 

students who have academic records or test scores that are well above the average for 

the district. Others use interviews with parents and students to select among 

applicants.24 Proponents of expanded public choice advocate a comprehensive choice 

system in which all students, regardless of ability and past performance, attend schools 

that their parents think are most appropriate. 

I will focus primarily on the magnet school issues concerning choice. Like 

magnet schools, the program from which data were collected in this study is a thematic 

alternative for the gifted and talented students. The program in this study targeted low-

income and minority students. 

The Evaluation of Student Achievement 

In studying educational impacts, the critical effectiveness issue is whether a 

program of choice will do anything to help advance student achievement, parental 

satisfaction, or parental involvement. Social scientists explain that changing the way an 

institution is controlled suggests that such a change will improve the attainment of a 

23 C. Rossell, The Carrot or the Stick for .School Desegregation Policy: Magnet .Schools nr Force Rnsing 
(Philadelphia: Temple University, 1990). 

24 C. Rossell, The Carrot or the Stick (1990). 
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specific goal, such as high student achievement. Additionally, this change could result 

in some more general improvement, such as parental satisfaction or involvement. This 

part of the analysis is fairly straightforward. However, the complex problem is to 

determine what the students' status might have been had they not participated in the 

program (wait-listed). An ideal solution to this problem is the randomized controlled 

experiment, which ensures that the participants are comparable to the people in control 

groups who do not participate.25 

Statistician and respected researcher Lee Cronbach asserts that "every 

evaluation represents, or should represent, an idiosyncratic effort directed at providing 

maximally useful information to program sponsors and stakeholders."26 In this study, 

the program sponsor is the local, state, and federal government and the stakeholders 

are the students and parents. 

Public School Choice Model 

The public-school choice model makes two basic assumptions. First, public-

choice theory speculates that parents are like citizens in the marketplace because they 

act in their own self-interest. Second, this model assumes that it is more efficient for a 

government agency to seek to change the behavior of citizens by restructuring rather 

than by limiting educational choice.27 

25 S. A. Raizen and P. H. Rossi, Program Evaluation in Education: When? How? Tn What Ends? (Washington, 
D.C.: National Academy, 1981)49. 

26 P. H. Rossi and H. E. Freeman, Evaluation: A Systematic Approach (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1985) 49. 

27 C. Rossell, "What Is Attractive About Magnet Schools?" Urban Education (1985): 7-23. 
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The notion of the public-school choice model has received broad support from 

the nation's governors. In 1986, the National Governors' Association endorsed public-

school choice by declaring that "if we implement broader choice plans, true choice 

among public schools, then we unlock the values of competition in the educational 

marketplace. Schools that compete for students, teachers, and dollars will, by virtue of 

their environment, make those changes which allow them to succeed."28 Former 

governor of Minnesota Rudy Perpich argued that "the public school system is 

autonomous and answerable to virtually no one. Large bureaucracies administer school 

districts of many cities, and are often too removed from the reality of the schoolroom 

to address the basic problem. "29 Texas Governor George W. Bush is an advocate of 

public school choice, and his administration is currently working on expanding choice 

plans to all categories of students. 

Definitions 

This section provides definitions of key terms used in the study. As well, I will 

describe how the choice methods are used. 

1. CHOICE: The "choice" concept is variously labeled as "choice," "parental 

choice," "school choice," and "educational choice." All of these terms are used 

interchangeably throughout the thesis. I define choice as the authority of parents to 

choose the schools their children will attend rather than relying on school districts to 

28 Young and Clinchy Choice in Piihlir F/hiratirtn 21. 

29 Clune and Witte, Choice and Control in American Education? Volume One. 12. 
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assign children to schools based on residential attendance areas.30 

2. CHOOSERS: Choosers are those parents who exercised choice in the selection of 

their child's school. 

3. WAIT-LISTED: Wait-listed are those parents who exercised choice, but their 

children were placed on a waiting list due to insufficient space. Although the wait-

listed did not attend the school of choice, they will still be considered choosers in many 

aspects. 

4. MULTILINGUAL: The multilingual participants are those parents whose children 

attended the school of choice. The wait-listed are used as a control for the effects of 

choice. 

5. NONCHOOSERS: Nonchoosers are those parents who did not exercise choice. 

6. CEO: The CEO program is the private portion of the San Antonio School Choice 

project. This program consists of vouchers for private schools that are underwritten by 

the Children's Educational Opportunity group (CEO). 

7. STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT: I should also clarify student achievement (the basis 

used for comparison). Student achievement is also known as educational achievement, 

and is the measure of a student's performance in school. In this study, student 

achievement will be calculated as a combination of two scores: math and verbal. 

30 E. Rassell and R. Rothstein, Eds., School Choice: Examining thp Fviripnr^ (Washington, D.C.: Economic 
Policy Institute, 1993) 4. 
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The SAISD Multilingual Program 

This study involves public schools in the San Antonio Independent School 

District (SAISD). SAISD initiated a multilingual program in the early 1980s to provide 

advanced foreign language. This program is offered to students in the sixth through 

twelfth grades. Those interested must apply in the fifth grade and have a high record 

of academic achievement. The multilingual program includes instruction in all the 

essential elements required in Texas public school districts. Additionally, the 

multilingual program offers language enrichment courses offered through honor 

classes, accelerated paces, and individualized instruction. 

The San Antonio Independent School District has an enrollment of 61,156 

students. Eighty-one percent are Hispanic, 12% are African-American, and 7% are 

Anglo. Approximately 80% of the students are eligible for reduced-price meals. Most 

of the district lies within the San Antonio city limits. The multilingual magnet program 

is a seven-year program of foreign language instruction beginning in the sixth grade. 

For the 1992-93 school year, a total of 675 students were admitted to the multilingual 

program. Because of space limitations, approximately ninety-seven students were 

placed on a waiting list.31 Data were collected on students accepted into the program 

(multilingual), the students placed on the waiting list (wait-listed), and those students 

31 All students met the minimum criteria for admittance, and decisions concerning who was admitted were not 
random. Accepted students had higher standardized test scores, were more likely to come from two-parent families, 
and were more likely to be African Americans than students who were rejected. 
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who chose not to participate in the multilingual program (nonchoosers).32 

Significance of the Research 

This study of public school choice is significant for four main reasons. 

1. The concentration on the Hispanic population. 

2. Controlling for choice. 

3. The comparison of students in choice schools with the counterparts 
remaining in the traditional public schools. 

4. The timeliness of the topic at hand. 

Hispanic Population 

Although Hispanic students have been active in school choice for some time, 

researchers have not measured the educational impacts of such programs on this 

specific group. This group has suffered from the same educational crisis as other 

minority races. This study concentrates on the Hispanic population, which is a unique 

aspect to school-choice research. 

Hispanics have suffered from the same racism in the American schools as 

African Americans. At the same time, it was not until the mid-1970s that lawmakers 

addressed the policies and diverse goals concerning the education of Hispanics. 

During the desegregation era, Hispanics were not included as a protected race 

in many key Supreme Court cases. It was not until United States v. Cisneros that a 

federal district court ruled that the same conditions that applied to African Americans 

32 V. Martinez, F. R. Kemerer, and K. Godwin, "Who Chooses and Why?: A Baseline Demographic Report", 
(Denton: Center for the Study of Education Reform, University of North Texas, 1993) 4. 
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in Brown v. Board of Education also applied to Hispanics.33 

As of 1995, Texas still had highly segregated Hispanic schools. Sometimes, 

school officials used standardized tests given in English to place Hispanic students. 

These types of cases were appearing across the state. 

One main difference between Hispanics and African Americans is the language 

barrier faced by Hispanics. Hispanic supporters argue that many social problems they 

face are a result of the linguistic and cultural biases of the English-speaking majority. 

In turn, this bias has led to a drive for "bilingual-bicultural education while a drive for 

integration is viewed with considerable uncertainty. "34 

Controlling For Choice 

In addition to ethnicity, this study controls for the effects of choice. Controlling 

for those individuals who exercised their choice, but were rejected is essential in 

determining the effect of choice on student achievement. By controlling for the wait-

listed, I can ascertain whether the choice program made the difference in the student 

achievement or whether the choice itself caused the change. 

Comparison of Choosers to Nonchoosers 

This research examines the effects of a choice program on the students who 

remain in a non-choice school. Comparing choosing students with those who are 

non-choosing is essential in order to determine linkage between choice and student 

33 Brown v. Board of Education ofTopeka, Kansas (Brown I), 347 U.S. 483 (1954); U.S. v. Cisneros, 366 
F.Supp 567 (1973). 

34 G. Orfield, Must We Bus? Segregated Schools and National Policy (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 
1978) 206. 



21 

achievement. Often researchers do not control for counterparts, especially in 

educational research. 

The Timeliness of Public-School Choice in Texas 

In the past five years, school choice has emerged as one of the major reform 

movements in education. Some reformers view school choice as the vehicle for 

restructuring and improving the nation's schools. In 1989, four states- Arkansas, 

Iowa, Nebraska, and Ohio-adopted parental choice in some form. In 1990, seven 

states-Colorado, Idaho, Kentucky, Utah, Vermont, Washington, and Wisconsin-

enacted choice plans. Further, ten states approved some form of new choice 

legislation; thirty-seven states had choice legislation pending in one form or another; 

and at least twelve states had citizen coalitions working on choice initiatives or 

proposals.35 Finally, on May 30, 1995, Texas Governor George W. Bush signed an 

education reform bill (Senate Bill 1) that promoted public-school choice. This bill 

allows for the transfer of students to a school of choice across district lines. The topic 

of school choice has been in existence since the eighteenth century, but this issue is just 

now appearing in the law books. 

Summary and Organization 

In the following chapter, I will give an overview of the history of school choice. 

Past findings will be discussed and the researcher's arguments will be outlined. In 

Chapter 3, the model will be presented. Additionally, a brief note on selection bias 

35 P. Daniel, "A Comprehensive Analysis of Educational Choice: Can the Polemic of Legal Problems Be 
Overcome?" DePaul law Review 43 (Fall 1993): 30-35. 
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will be given. In Chapter 4, the findings will be presented. Finally, Chapter 5 will 

contain the conclusions and suggestions on future research of this topic. 



CHAPTER 2 

HISTORY OF CHOICE 

Early Choice 

Evidence of educational choice has been present since the eighteenth century. 

Adam Smith described the concept of parental choice in the educational system in An 

Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. Smith argued that if the 

state paid all of the cost of a child's education, the teacher "would soon learn to neglect 

his business.111 Also in the eighteenth century, Thomas Paine proposed a deregulated 

educational plan where education would be mandatory and in which every family 

would receive money for each of their children to attend.2 In the nineteenth century, 

John Stuart Mill supported tuition vouchers. He argued that choice must exist in public 

and private education.3 

Choice in the Twentieth Century 

Milton Friedman was the leading advocate of choice in the twentieth century. 

He argued that, from an economic perspective, parental choice plans were feasible if 

market forces were allowed. Further, Friedman stated that governments should give 

1 A. Smith, An Inquiry Into the Nature and causes of the Wealth nf Nations (Edwin Canan Ed., First Modern 
Library, 1937) 737. 

2 E. G. West, "Tom Paine's Voucher Scheme for Public Education," Economic Journal 33 (1967): 378. 

3 J. S. Mill, Principles of Political F^nnnmy (London: Ashley, 1915). 
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parents a choice and give them state vouchers to send their children to any 

school-public or private. This notion would, in turn, increase education competition 

by breaking the monopoly reign on public schools. In short, Friedman argued that if 

market forces were permitted, the American education system would be effective and 

efficient. Friedman was the first to coin the term "educational vouchers." 

Governments would use these vouchers to target low-income families to give their 

children the same quality education as wealthy families. 

The Federal Courts and Choice 

After the Brown v. Board of Education ofTopeka decision in 1954, many states 

attempted to create state-supported voucher systems for white families. Through these 

vouchers, states were going to help these white families to send their children to 

segregated private schools.1 Federal judges created a public school choice plan called 

"freedom of choice." Theoretically, this plan was supposed to allow blacks to transfer 

to white schools. Freedom of choice allowed any student, white or black, to transfer to 

the school of his or her choice provided space was available. Black students attempted 

to exercise their freedom to choose and move to white schools. However, the white 

schools were always full, and the black students were shut out. In fact, very few black 

students exercised their right to choose, because white neighborhoods, school 

administrators, and politicians strongly dissuaded desegregation. 

Because public school choice was not working for the black community, the 

1 Brown v. Board of Education ofTopeka, Kansas (Brown I), 347 U.S. 483 (1954). 
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courts had to be creative in their desegregation efforts. In Green v. County School 

Board (1968), the Supreme Court ruled that school officials, not black children, have 

an "affirmative obligation" to dismantle racially identifiable schools.2 In Green, the 

Supreme Court ruled that freedom-of-choice plans were not a panacea for the 

desegregation effort. The lower federal courts must create some other way to help in 

the desegregation effort. For the next few years, busing became the way of life for 

many students. The federal courts would order the transportation of students to schools 

to form a certain ratio of blacks and whites in the school. Busing mandates greatly 

hampered public-school choice. The federal courts forced students to attend a school 

simply based on their skin color. Finally in the late 1970s, federal judges no longer 

considered busing as a feasible solution to the problem. The idea emerged of magnet 

schools, which would be placed in poor, minority neighborhoods. These schools 

would be of superior quality, and if whites wished to attend, they had to go to black 

neighborhoods. 

During this time, the U.S. Congress was also discussing parental choice. The 

House of Representatives introduced six bills between 1967 and 1977 that emphasized 

parental choice, but none of them passed.3 In the 1970s, two of the strongest advocates 

for school choice emerged-John Coons and Stephen Sugarman. Coons and Sugarman 

argued that a definite need for family participation in school decision-making existed. 

2 Green v. County School Board, 347 U.S. 492 (1968). 

3 P. Daniel, "A Comprehensive Analysis of Educational Choice: Can the Polemic of Legal Problems Be 
Overcome?" PePaul Law Review 43 (Fall 1993): 30-35. 
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They advocated soliciting the participation of parochial schools to have the space 

available exceed the number of students. As the number of spaces increased, the 

schools would have to improve the quality of education to attract students.4 

The Appearance of Magnet Schools 
as a Choice Option 

In the early 1970s, magnet schools were conceived as a tool to promote 

desegregation in the public school systems. In the late 1970s, magnet schools were 

created to alleviate the desegregation problems in minority areas. Thematic schools 

were placed in high minority neighborhoods to attract white students to integrate the 

educational process. However, magnet schools became much more than a tool for 

desegregation. These schools soared in popularity in many areas mainly due to their 

alternative teaching methods, special courses offered, and the fact that parents would 

specially choose these schools. In fact, so many parents exercised their right to choose 

an education for their children, that many students were placed on waiting lists for 

these schools. 

Advocates of public-school choice argue that magnet schools may provide for 

educational innovations, higher academic standards, and parental satisfaction. Magnet 

schools are "increasingly being utilized in an attempt to offer educational options 

previously unavailable to inner city parents and to promote choice, diversity, and 

J . E. Coons and S. D. Sugarman, Education hy Choice (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983). 
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increased equal educational opportunity in the public domain. "5 Over the decades, 

magnet schools have evolved into an alternative to traditional public schools that may 

provide a higher quality education to children, and thus, bolster test scores.6 

Proponents of magnet schools have varied widely in their arguments as to the exact 

purposes, goals, and direction magnet schools should pursue. Many scholars disagree 

on the overall effect that parental choice exerts on the educational system as a whole. 

How Choice Affects Achievement 

Should school districts empower parents and students to choose among schools, 

or among programs within schools? Should educators be empowered to organize and 

manage schools, to design educational programs, to recruit and select students with 

public funds? These two questions are at the center of the debate for public-school 

choice.7 Proponents assert that empowering students, parents, and schools will 

increase student achievement, parent commitment to education, parental satisfaction, as 

well as improve the school system through the introduction of competition.8 Opponents 

suggest that such choice programs as magnet schools drain traditional schools of much 

s T. Duax, "Attrition at a Nonselective Magnet School: A Case Study of a Milwaukee Public School," Journal 
of Research and Development in Education 25 (1992): 173. 

6 Duax, "Attrition at a Nonselective Magnet School" 173; C. Rossell, "What Is Attractive About Magnet 
Schools?" ITrhan Education (1985): 7-23. 

7 R.F.Elmore, "Options for Choice in Public Education," Choice in Education: Potential and Problems Eds. 
William Lowe Boyd and Herbert J. Walberg (Berkeley: McCutchan, 1990) 21. 

' M.Friedman, "The Role of Government in Education," Economics and The Public. Interest (1955: 123-144); 
J. Nathan, Public Schools hy Choice (St. Paul, MN: The Institute for Learning and Teaching, 1989); J. Chubb and 
T. Moe, Politics, Markets, and America's Schools (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1990a); Coons 
and Sugarman, Education hy Choice 55; J . E. Coons and S .D. Sugarman, Scholarships For Children (Berkeley: 
Institute of Governmental Studies, 1992). 
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needed resources.9 Both sides should be analyzed. 

Proponents' View 

In recent years, the ability of parents to choose where their child will receive an 

education has been an increasingly important concern.10 The American public school 

system lags behind the schools in other industrialized countries in science and 

mathematics skills. As a result, some parents have elected to maximize their child's 

educational advantages by enrolling him or her in schools they perceive to be superior 

to attendance-zone schools. Many school systems offer a considerable array of choices 

within and among schools. Parents and students play an active role in choosing these 

programs. Ernest L. Boyer of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 

Teaching asserts that "choice at its best empowers parents, stimulates teachers to be 

more creative, and, most important, gives students a new sense of attachment to their 

schools and to learning."11 

Two of the best known educational researchers are John Chubb and Terry Moe. 

9 M. H. Metz, "Magnet Schools and the Reform of Public Schooling," Choice in Education: Potential and 
Problems, Eds. William Lloyd Boyd and Herbert J. Walberg (Berkeley: McCutchan Publishing Coiporation, 1990); 
R. K. Blank, "Educational Effects of Magnet Schools," Choice and Control in American Education Volume 9. Eds. 
William H. Clune and John F. Witte, (New York: Falmer Press, 1990); D. R. Moore and S. Davenport, "School 
Choice: The New Improved Sorting Machine," Choice in Education: Potential and Problems, Eds. William Lloyd 
Boyd and Herbert J. Walberg (Berkeley: McCutchan Publishing Corporation, 1990); D. A. Bennett, "Choice and 
Desegregation," Choice and Control in American Education Volume 2, Eds. William H. Clune and John P. Witte 
(New York: Falmer Press, 1990); D. A. Lewis, "Implementing Choice," Choice And Control in American 
Education Volume 2, Eds. William H. Clune and John F. Witte (New York: Falmer Press, 1990); G. Orfield, "Do 
We Know Anything Worth Knowing About Educational Effects of Magnet Schools?" Choice And Control in 
American Education Volume 2, Eds. William H. Clune and John F. Witte (New York: Falmer Press, 1990); C. 
Rossell, "What Is Attractive About Magnet Schools?" Urban Education (1985): 7-23. 

10 Rossell, What Is Attractive? 328. 

11 E. L. Boyer, "Forward," School Choice: Examining the Evidence, Eds. Edith Rassell and Richard Rothstein, 
(Washington, D.C.: Economic Policy Institute, 1993) xii. 
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Their research revolves around the notion that student achievement would improve if 

students could choose to attend "market driven schools." They assert that market 

driven schools provide a better education than traditional public schools because they 

are not accountable to public bureaucracies. Chubb and Moe concluded that private-

school students outperform public-school students. Further, they support educational 

vouchers that would enable all students to attend private schools. Taking Chubb and 

Moe's argument to the public spectrum, one can conclude that, if public schools would 

become market-driven, perhaps they too would show high performance levels. One 

way to be market-driven is to ensure competition for students.12 

Magnet schools are one choice that, in theory, is open to all parents concerned 

about their child's educational and intellectual development.13 Advocates assert that 

magnet schools can bolster standardized test scores, provide educational equality and 

racial balance, and advance goals and themes that parents find appealing.14 A 1983 

national study showed that 80% of magnet school children have higher mathematics 

and reading scores than their peers in comparable district schools.15 One of the most 

famous public-school choice studies, the Cambridge Controlled Choice Plan, found the 

12 J. Chubb and T. Moe, Politics, Markets, and America's Schools (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings 
Institution, 1990). 

13 M. J. Alves and C. V. Willie, "Choice, Decentralization and Desegregation: The Boston 'Controlled Choice' 
Plan," Choice and Control in American Education Volume 2, Eds. William H. Clune and John F. Witte (New York: 
Falmer Press, 1990) 35. 

14 Alves and Willie, "Choice Decentralization and Desegregation" (1990); Blank, "Educational Effects of Magnet 
Schools" (1990); W. H. Clune, "Educational Governance and Student Achievement,H Choice and flnnfrnl in 
American Education Volume 2, Eds. William H. Clune and John F. Witte (New York: 1990); Metz "Magnet 
Schools and the Reform of Public Schooling" (1990). 

15 Blank, "Educational Effects of Magnet Schools" 93. 
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percentile of children passing the basic skills test increased an average of 18 percentage 

points in four years for the magnet schools.16 Evidence suggests that magnet schools 

help to narrow the achievement gap between high and low minority schools. Measures 

of school attendance, dropout rates, and graduate placement produced favorable results 

in magnet schools.17 

Apart from school-wide performance, magnet schools have affected individual 

student performance. In fact, students exposed to magnet schools for most of their 

academic lives achieve more than comparable students in non-magnet, non-choice 

schools for most of their academic lives. In a New York Magnet School Study, 

students exposed to magnet schools throughout their academic lives outperformed their 

non-magnet counterparts in all areas assessed including: standardized test results, 

GPA, number of math and science classes taken, grade retention, attendance, 

extracurricular activities, and school awards.18 Further, magnet schools have had 

positive effects on males and females and across racial/ethnic lines. Magnet schools 

benefit all students, despite their race or gender. 

Numerous studies have documented high student achievement in the magnet-

school programs. However, few studies have compared groups of students who are not 

in the magnet program but have had statistical controls for pre-magnet achievement. 

16 C. H. Rossell and C. L. Glenn, "The Cambridge Control Choice Plan," Urban Review 20 (Summer 1988): 
93. 

17 M. Musumeci ami R. Szczypkowski, "New York State Magnet School Evaluation Study," Magnet Snhnnl 
Policy Studies and Evaluations, Eds. Donald Waldrip, Walter Marks, and Nolan Estes (Austin: Morgan Printing, 
1993) 105. 

18 Musumeci and Szczypkowski, "New York State Magnet School Evaluation Study" 237. 
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To determine causality, these two are essential features.19 

Other than the achievement and satisfaction arguments supporting choice, 

school choice seems feasible to economists. Richard Rothstein of the Economic Policy 

Institute provides the following argument for choice. 

School Choice seems simple, straightforward, and inexpensive, a 

relatively easy way to fix our education system and make students and 

parents more satisfied. It is also politically appealing because it appears 

to cost little and is consistent with the recent popular trend of privatizing 

public services and relying on markets to solve a variety of social and 

economic problems.20 

In summary, choice proponents believe different schools offer a variety of 

curricula and if families are allowed to choose among alternatives, students' talents will 

be matched with program characteristics. Coons and Sugarman argue that current 

educational policy allows wealthy families to send their children to elite private 

schools. As well, upper-middle class families have the means to move to locations that 

have the curriculum, student body characteristics, and other school attributes that the 

parents desire for their children.21 Only working class and low-income families do not 

have these educational opportunities. 

19 C. Rossell, The Carrot or the Stick for School Desegregation Policy Magnet Schools nr Force Fluxing 
(Philadelphia: Temple University, 1990) 120. 

20 E. Rassell and R. Rothstein, Eds., School Choice: Examining the Evidence (Washington, D.C.: Economic 
Policy Institute, 1993) 2. 

21 Coons and Sugarman, Education (1983); Coons and Sugarman, Scholarships (1992). 
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Opponents' View 

Critics assert that white middle-class Americans largely monopolize the choice 

of parents to send their child to a magnet school. Consequently, "at risk" Hispanic and 

African-American student populations do not benefit from magnet schools.22 Low 

income, black, Hispanic, special education, bilingual, and attendance-problem students 

were systematically under represented in academically selective schools. These 

students were heavily concentrated in low-income and low to moderate income 

nonselective schools.23 

Also, many believe that choice is rooted in the parents' ability to generate the 

money needed to attend the school of choice. These parents possess the economic 

means to live in a nearby neighborhood.24 In effect, opponents contend that magnet 

schools represent an "elitist" policy that disenfranchises interested minorities and the 

poor, excluding "at risk" students from the programs.25 According to this view, whites 

are the winners and minorities and poor are the losers in school choice. 

Some empirical evidence, however, actually favors the opposite conclusion. 

Although there is evidence that magnet schools positively affect racial balance and 

alleviate "white flight," it is less clear whether magnet schools increase student 

22 Metz, "Magnet Schools and the Reform of Public Schooling" (1990); Blank, "Educational Effects of Magnet 
Schools" (1990). 

23 D. R. Moore and S. Davenport, "Cheated Again: School Choice and Students At Risk," The Srhonl 
Administrator 46 (August 1989): 16-17. 

24 C. L. Glenn, "Controlled Choice in Massachusetts Public Schools," Public Interest 103 (1991): 88. 

25 Metz, "Magnet Schools and the Reform of Public Schooling" (1990); D. R. Moore, "Voice and Choice in 
Chicago," Choice And Control in American Education Volume 2, Eds. William H. Clune and John F. Witte (New 
York: Falmer Press, 1990). 
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achievement once researchers control the effects of student selection factors.26 It is 

unclear how the organizational and institutional characteristics of these magnet schools 

affect student achievement, or how the existence of magnet schools affects non-magnet 

schools.27 Even though magnet schools help with the desegregation effort, little is 

known about their educational consequences.28 

Critics also contest that choice, coupled with magnet school programs, has the 

effect of "draining" traditional public schools of much needed resources-computers, 

services, innovative teachers, and monies. Additionally, these critics argue that magnet 

schools are "skimming" or "creaming" away the most capable students.29 

The implementation and upkeep of magnet schools do seem to require a deeper 

pocket than most comparably sized public schools. However, magnet proponents 

contend that the "draining" of traditional public schools may not be completely negative 

in its implications.30 Often, schools forced to close their doors from the resource 

"draining" effect of magnet schools later reopen with more innovative programs, 

administration, and personnel.31 The performance levels of children in the newly 

16 C. Rossell, "The Buffalo Controlled Choice Plan," Urban Education 22 (October 1987): 328-354. 

27 V. Martinez, F. R. Kemerer, and K. Godwin, "Who Chooses and Why?: A Baseline Demographic Report", 
(Denton: Center for the Study of Education Reform, University of North Texas, 1993) 4. 

28 Orfield, "Do We Know Anything" (1990). 

29 Bennett, "Choice and Desegregation" (1990); Lewis, "Implementing Choice" (1990); Orfield "Do We Know 
Anything" (1990); Rossell "What is Attractive" (1985); Metz, "Magnet Schools and the Reform of Public Schooling" 
140. 

30 Blank, "Educational Effects of Magnet Schools" 102. 

31 Glenn, "Controlled Choice" 91. 
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reopened school may actually be affected in a positive way due to the injection of a 

more innovative staff. Thus, those "less capable" students left behind may benefit 

greatly from the competitive nature of magnets. Albert Shanker, president of the 

American Federation of Teachers, takes this position as well: 

Choice views education as a consumer good~as something that I, as a 

parent, buy for my children from some vendor. That goes against the 

tradition and values that have made our democracy the envy of the 

world. Education is a public good that communities have provided for 

all children because they are our future citizens.32 

Some studies question whether student achievement rises in schools of choice. 

In a 1991 study, Mary Erina Driscoll found that there was no real difference between 

choice and non-choice students. Driscoll found that "analyses of these data indicate 

that the variance in scores within these groups of schools we call choice and matched 

was equal to or greater than the differences between these two groups."33 

In summary, critics of choice charge that choice programs will favor families 

with higher incomes who can afford to spend more money on their children's 

education. In addition, parents with more education are better equipped to make the 

decisions and care more about their children's education. These parents will participate 

32 A. Shanker and B. Rosenberg, "Do Private Schools Outperform Public Schools?" In Peter Cookson, Ed., 
The Choice Controversy (Newbury Park: Corwin Press, 1992) xii. 

33 T. W. Young and E. Clinchy, Choice in Public Education (New York: Teachers College Press, 1992) 155. 
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in choice programs at much higher rates than parents without these characteristics.34 

Thus choice will take away many talented students and students who, because of their 

parents' involvement, value education highly. The entire choice process, therefore, 

will concentrate the better students, both by talent and values, into one set of schools. 

In turn, this selectivity will harm the learning environment for children in schools 

where the students' parents did not or could not exercise choice. 

How Choice Affects Parental Involvement 

Education scholars have been researching the importance of parental 

involvement for more than two decades. One of the first researchers to study parental 

involvement was Urie Bronfenbrenner.35 His findings indicated that parental 

participation increased the educational gains of children. The efforts of parents may 

take a variety of shapes, both in the home and at school. In two surveys of existing 

findings, Ann Henderson argued that "the evidence is beyond dispute: parent 

involvement improves student achievement. When parents are involved children do 

better in school, and they go to better schools. "36 Henderson found that the benefits of 

parental participation included higher grades, long-term academic achievement, positive 

attitudes and behavior, more successful programs, and more effective schools. 

34 H. M. Levin, "The Theory of Choice Applied to Education, "Choice And Control in American Education 
Volume 2, Eds. William H. Clune and John F. Witte (New York: Falmer Press, 1990) 247-284. 

35 U. Bronfenbrenner, A Report on Longitudinal Evaluations of Preschool Programs, Volume IT: Is Farly 
Intervention Effective? (Washington, D.C.: Office of Child Development, U.S. Department of Health, Education, 
and Welfare, 1974). 

36 A. T. Henderson, The Evidence Grows (Washington, D.C.: National Committee for Citizens in Education, 
1981); A. T. Henderson, The Evidence Continues to Grow: Parent Involvement Improves Student Achievement 
(Washington, D.C.: National Committee for Citizens in Education, 1987). 
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Henderson's review in 1988 examined 18 new empirical studies from the previous year 

and concluded that the benefits of parental involvement were beyond question. 

Henderson acknowledged, however, that few studies had examined parental 

involvement among minority and high-risk families. 

In summary, the literature concerning the positive impact of parental 

involvement on student performance is unanimous. Therefore, if proponents of choice 

are correct and allowing parents to choose increases involvement, then, all else being 

equal, choice should improve student performance. 

Parental Choice 

Critics also contend that choosing a magnet school creates problems for the 

parents. Some argue that most parents are not capable of making educated, rational, 

well planned choices for their child's academic future, and that educational 

advancement of their child is not always at the forefront of parents' decision making.37 

For example, in What Is Attractive About Magnet Schools, Christine Rossell reports 

that 87% of parents surveyed in 1977 could not identify the goal or theme of their 

child's magnet school.38 "Academic Excellence is seldom what parents chiefly value in 

a school. A convenient location, a particular social atmosphere, good sports facilities: 

these are the sorts of considerations that govern [parental choice]."39 Also, those 

parents whose request for placement of their child in a magnet school is denied may 

37 Glenn, "Controlled Choice" 97. 

38 Rossell, "What is Attractive?" 12. 

39 Rossell, "What is Attractive?" 12 
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become disappointed, frustrated, and anxious.40 Magnet schools with positive 

reputations in many cases attract more students than they can accommodate. When 

parental choice is limited and an admissions board decides which applicant receives 

placement in the preferred magnet school, serious problems of equity arise.41 Thus, 

problems may develop as parents spend an increasing amount of both disposable and 

non-disposable time and income pursuing their child's enrollment in the desired 

school.42 For example, in Springfield, Massachusetts only 37% of applicants to the 

magnet school could be allowed entrance in a given year.43 The end result is usually 

that most students are not given the requested magnet school, and were forced to wait 

and begin the procedure anew at the next enrollment.44 

How Choice Parents Are Different 

Choice has been found to make a great difference in parental and student 

attitudes toward school. Choice parents believe that their child was challenged by their 

school, and that the school environment was safe. Additionally, choice parents were 

found to spend more educational time with their child.45 

Aside from the satisfaction difference between choosing and nonchoosing 

40 Glenn, "Controlled Choice" 88. 

41 Metz, "Magnet Schools and the Reform of Public Schooling" 131. 

42 Bennett, "Choice and Desegregation" 128. 

43 Glenn, "Controlled Choice" 91. 

44 Moore and Davenport, "Cheated Again" 202. 

45 Young and Clinchy, Choice in Public FrincaHnn (1992). 
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parents, demographics are also different. In a statewide Minnesota and city-wide 

Milwaukee and San Antonio school-choice studies, choosing parents were found to be 

better educated. Additionally, nonchoosing families from San Antonio were found to 

be twice as likely to receive federal assistance. Choosing parents from San Antonio 

and Milwaukee had fewer children than nonchoosing parents. Therefore, the choosing 

parents had more money to spend on their children.46 

How Choice Influences Desegregation 

Adams Avenue and Jesse Owens assert that magnet schools are capable of 

"desegregating across lines of social class, achievement, and reach and serve all then-

students well. "47 Magnet schools facilitate integrated learning by giving students added 

opportunities to interact and to demonstrate their skills and talents.48 As testament, 

East Harlem's poor minority parents, when given the information on choice and the 

capacity to choose an alternative school for their child, exercised their new-found 

ability of choice.49 In some instances, magnet schools may be capable of achieving 

racial integration and actually weakening social-class barriers, thus helping minority 

and poor parents.50 In a New York study, magnet schools were found to assist in 

46 V. Martinez, K. Thomas, and F. R. Kemerer, "Who Chooses and Why: A Look at Five School Choice 
Plans," Phi Delta Kappan (May 1904)- 679. 

47 Metz, "Magnet Schools and the Reform of Public Schooling" 130. 

48 Musumeci and Szczypkowski, "New York State Magnet School Evaluation Study" 105. 

49 S. Fliegel, "Parental Choice in East Harlem Schools" In J. Nathan, Ed., Puhlic Schools hy Choice (St. Paul, 
MN: The Institutes of Learning and Teaching, 1989): 98. 

50 H. Levin, "The Theory of Choice Applied To Education," Choice and Control in American Education Volume 
One, Eds. William Clune and John Witte (New York: Falmer Press, 1990) 12. 
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district-wide desegregation, to provide integrated learning, and to improve district-wide 

achievement.51 To further the argument, some minority parents have found great 

appeal in choice plans as a tool of desegregation and educational enhancement. For 

example, in 1986 The Buffalo Controlled Choice Plan reported that public-school 

parents supported parental choice in deciding where their child attended school 68% of 

the time. Of the parents supporting choice, minorities agreed with choice 64% of the 

time. Although white parents were less enthusiastic than minority parents, they were 

generally supportive.52 

Characteristics of Families 

Aside from the issues of magnet schools and parental choice, other factors-

characteristic of the parents and child-may also contribute to the difficulties educators 

face when studying children's academic achievements and parents' satisfaction levels. 

Past research has found that ethnicity, parental education, religiosity, parental 

involvement with the child, and parental expectations for the child affect changes in test 

scores. Other factors that may be important in explaining test scores include the size of 

the family, the parents' occupation, the household income level, and the unemployment 

of one or both parents. These factors can make a difference in child performance and 

parental satisfaction. 

As for ethnicity, minorities do have lower levels of educational achievement 

compared to whites, but when socioeconomic background characteristics are controlled, 

51 Musumeci and Szczypkowski, "New York State Magnet School Evaluation Study" 237. 

52 Rossell, "The Buffalo Controlled Choice Plan" 333. 
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race becomes insignificant.53 Thus, race has not been a good predictor of educational 

achievement, nor has it proved adequate in predicting parental satisfaction. 

Sociologists contend that parents are the primary role model for children, 

helping shape and mold the child's value hierarchy.54 According to this theory, parents 

who are professionals and who earn prestigious and comfortable incomes will set a 

model for their children. Also, parents' income may provide the child with educational 

resources and experiences outside of the classroom. Conversely, those children who 

are reared in a household dependent on public financial assistance, such as welfare and 

Aid for Families With Dependent Children (AFDC), may be socialized to be 

underachievers and dependents. These children may become discouraged, and this may 

reduce their academic achievement. College educated parents in the upper income 

brackets should have higher educational expectations of their child than parents who are 

less affluent and did not attend college.55 

A child's educational achievement has also been linked to family structure. 

Although the mechanisms are not fully understood, "children's educational attainment 

has been found to be related positively to being the eldest child in the family, and to the 

number of siblings."56 Families with numerous siblings have a negative impact on 

53 R. Havenman, B. Wolfe, and J. Spaulding, "Childhood Events and Circumstances Influencing High School 
Completion," Demography 28 (February 1991): 136. 

54 Havenman, Wolfe, and Spaulding, "Childhood Events and Circumstances" 135. 

55 Havenman, Wolfe, and Spaulding, "Childhood Events and Circumstances" 136. 

56 Havenman, Wolfe, and Spaulding, "Childhood Events and Circumstances" 143. 
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educational achievement by the children.57 

Many households also consist of working mothers. Critics contend that the 

absence of a father figure and the mother, due to work, may foster developmental 

problems in children. These, in turn, will cause the child to experience lower levels of 

educational achievement.58 Two-parent households seem to be a double-edged sword 

for a child's academic life. On the one hand, both parents may work, causing the child 

to be unsupervised and to neglect studies. On the other hand, two-income families may 

benefit the child in the amount of disposable capital available to further the child's 

education. In this sense, the child is an investment into which the parents funnel their 

resources and from which parents expect a positive output in the way of test scores.59 

Many researchers also contend that parental involvement in the child's 

activities, such as PTA, sports, homework, and church, has an effect on a child's 

educational advancement.60 A close bond between parent and child is formed through 

shared activities. This creates a sense of security for the child, providing a condition 

conducive to learning. For example, belief in diligence, perseverance, and a strong 

work ethic may be taught to the child and lead that child to work harder in school. 

Evidence suggests that families who exercise choice in their child's education 

are different than families who do not. Choosing families tend to be more interested in 

57 Havenman, Wolfe, and Spaulding, "Childhood Events and Circumstances" 143. 

58 Henderson, The Evidence Continues to firnw 58. 

59 Havenman, Wolfe, and Spaulding, "Childhood Events and Circumstances" 134. 

60 Havenman, Wolfe, and Spaulding, "Childhood Events and Circumstances" 138. 
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their child's education. However, the evidence is ambiguous concerning why families 

choose and how the choice affects student achievement. In fact, many choice studies 

are flawed because they have failed to control for certain variables. These variables 

include family characteristics, marital status, and income.61 

Past Public-School Choice Studies 

Two public-school studies that often have been cited as models for the public 

school choice research are the Harlem and Minnesota studies. These two studies found 

that participation in the schools increased among choosing families. Likewise, interest 

in education grew in Harlem among students and teachers. 

Harlem Choice Study 

The longest running intradistrict choice system is in District No. 4 in East 

Harlem, New York. When everything else failed in this mostly poor Hispanic and 

African-American school district in the early 1970s, the superintendent instituted a 

system of public choice. School personnel were allowed to design new thematic 

schools and to seek out interested parents. By 1990, there were twenty-three 

alternative schools and nine bilingual schools.62 

According to district records, student achievement scores greatly increased and 

the dropout rates decreased. Parents became more involved in their child's education 

and student attendance increased. Staff members reported higher parental involvement, 

61 Martinez, Kemerer, and Godwin, Who Chooses and Why? 11. 

62 S. Fliegal, "Creative Non-Compliance," Choice And Control in American Fducation Volume 2, Eds. 
William H. Clune and John F. Witte (New York: Falmer Press, 1990). 
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less vandalism, better student and teacher attendance, and higher morale among the 

staff. 

East Harlem is frequently thought to be a successful choice program, but there 

exists no independent and comprehensive evaluation. Additionally, this study did not 

institute statistical controls for the findings. In fact, educational researcher William 

Clune argues that this shortcoming casts serious doubt on the actual success of the 

program.63 

Professor Nathan Glaszer, of Harvard University's Graduate School of 

Education, claimed the following after careful review of the Harlem Choice Study: 

Choice was the term selected to describe the character of the revolution 

in East Harlem, but parental choice was only part of the story. Indeed, 

the story begins with educational innovations rather than choice, which 

was entailed only because the innovators had to find students on which 

to try their ideas. A key characteristic of the innovations was that they 

came from the teachers, not from top administrators.64 

Minnesota Choice Program 

This program was instigated in 1985 and open enrollment was added in 1990. 

This addition allowed public-school students to attend any school in the district unless 

it negatively affected the racial balance. Transportation was only provided for the low-

63 W. H. Clune, "Educational Governance and Student Achievement," Chnira and Control in American 
Education Volume 2, Eds. William H. Clune and John F. Witte (New York: 1990). 

64 N. Glazer, "No Excuses For Failure: Urban Schools in Transition," The City Innmal (CTTNY) 2 (August 
1992): 27. 
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income students. The Minnesota program is limited, in that only 1 % of the eligible 

population participates.65 Initial results, as reported in 1990, show strong support of 

the participants, but systematic findings have not yet been evaluated.66 

Alum Rock Choice Program 

An evaluation of the Alum Rock School District experiment with alternative 

schools in San Jose, California revealed more involvement among high socioeconomic 

families, a trend toward racially balanced schools, parent preference for neighborhood 

schools, and positive attitudes by participating parents.67 The most significant finding, 

however, was negative. Traditional and alternative schools did not differ significantly 

on student outcome measures.68 

Richmond, California Choice Program 

Similarly negative results from public-choice programs occurred in Richmond, 

California. Richmond introduced a comprehensive public-choice program in 1988. In 

1991, the district abandoned the program because it was too costly to run and there had 

65 P. Hunter (Interview, May 11, 1992) Dr. Hunter is open-enrollment specialist for the Minnesota Department 
of Education. 

66 M. Tosmic, Findings from the Post-Secondary Options .Survey (St. Paul: University of Minnesota, Continuing 
Education and Extension; 1989); J. Nathan and W. Jennings, Access to Opportunity- Experiences nf Minn^ta 
Students in Four Statewide School Choky, Programs, 1989-90 (St. Paul, MN: Hubert H. Humphrey Institute of 
Public Affairs, 1990). 

67 D. Weiler, A Public School Voucher Demonstration: The First Year at Alum Rrvir (Report No. R-1495-NIE), 
(Santa Monica: The Rand Corporation, 1974); R. G. Bridge and J. Blackman, A Study nf Alternative in 
Education Volume IV: Family Choice and Schooling (Report No. R-2170/4-NIE), (Santa Monica: The Rami 
Corporation, 1978). 

68 F- Capell, A Study of Alternatives in American Education. Volume VT- Student Ontrnmes At Alum B n r i r 

1974-76 (Report No. R-2170/6-NIE) (Santa Monica: The Rand Corporation, 1981). 
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been no improvement in absenteeism, dropout rates, or test scores.69 

Great Britain Choice Program 

Great Britain adopted an open enrollment choice program that allowed all 

transfers among public schools in 1979. A study of students in Scotland showed that if 

analyses controlled for family characteristics, aptitude test scores, and the 

socioeconomic composition of the schools, there were no differences in the test scores 

of students who chose alternative schools and the scores of students who did not. 

However, parents with higher socioeconomic status were more likely to exercise 

choice, and they chose to send their children to schools composed of higher 

socioeconomic status children. In other words, the fears of choice opponents that 

choice would increase the socioeconomic segregation among schools and further 

increase the disparities in learning opportunities were fulfilled.70 

Summary 

After reviewing the current literature on public-school choice, one can see how 

the issue is controversial. The controversy stems from the misleading and mixed 

findings from past research. Does school choice improve student achievement? If so, 

how strong is the correlation between student achievement and choice? Additionally, 

what types of parents choose? These questions are imperative to the debate over school 

69 B. Chriss, G. Nash, and D. Stem, "The Rise and Fall of Choice in Richmond, California," Economics in 
Education Review 11 (1992): 395-406. 

70 J. D. Wilms, and F. Echols, "Alter an Inert Clients: The Scottish Experience of Parental Choice of Schools," 
Economics in Education Review 11 (1992): 339-350. 
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choice. This study is an additional attempt to answer these questions in a different 

light. 



CHAPTER 3 

DATA, MODELS, MEASURES, AND METHODS 

Data 

In the fall of 1992, the Center for Educational Reform at the University of 

North Texas began a comprehensive evaluation of two choice programs in San 

Antonio, Texas-the multilingual magnet program and the Children's Educational 

Opportunity (CEO) private school program. This study will solely focus on the 

multilingual magnet program. The Center mailed questionnaires in 1992 to two groups 

of choosing families: those whose child enrolled in the public multilingual program 

(MULTILINGUAL), and those who attempted to enroll in the multilingual program but 

were denied due to space (WAIT-LISTED). In addition, random sample telephone 

surveys of the non-choosing families were also collected (NONCHOOSER). The 

project surveyed these same families one year later to obtain comparative information.1 

A total of 43 percent of the families responded to both surveys. 

The questionnaires requested socioeconomic and demographic information as 

well as information concerning past and present educational experiences, parental 

involvement, educational expectations, and the importance of education. The mailed 

1 Second year data were collected in survey form for all three groups of families: the multilingual participants, 
the wait-listed, and the nonchoosers. These data include parental satisfaction and involvement changes. However, 
second year data are unavailable for student achievement scores. Student achievement will be based on pre-tests 
taken before the initial choice was made. Post-tests were given one year after the choice was instigated. 
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surveys included both English and Spanish versions, and bilingual interviewers 

conducted the phone interviews. 

Figure 3-1 
Makeup of tha Participants 

• 
The original sample size was 4,482-675 magnet participants, 307 wait-listed, 

and 3,500 nonchoosers. The response rate for all three groups was approximately 40.3 

percent. Thus, the sample size is 1,808. Three hundred and thirty-six participants 

attend magnet schools, while 97 are wait-listed, and 1,375 are nonchoosers. The 

response rate seems relatively low, however the margin of error is quite small. The 

original researchers went to extreme measures to assure that this sample is in fact 

representative of the entire population. Bilingual phone surveys were given, focus 

groups were conducted, and mail surveys were incoporated. 

The public schools serve largely low-income minority populations, and because 

the public-choice program is heavily oversubscribed, San Antonio is an ideal site to 
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investigate who chooses alternative schools. The sample of the population collected is 

truly representative of these characteristics. The participants in the study are largely 

low-income Hispanics. As well, Roman Catholicism is the major religion and the 

majority of families have three to four children. Only half of the parents are married, 

and a large percentage are unemployed. 
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Figure 3-2 
Family Income 

less than $15,000 $15,000 to $34,999 $35,000 or mors 

Figure 3-3 
Numbtr of Children in tho Family 

2 or less 3 to 4 5 or more 
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Figure 3-4 
6»nd«r Makeup of th« Students 

Male Female 

Figure 3-5 
Racial Makeup of the Students 

Hispanic African American | Anglo 
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Model 

To determine whether magnet schools make a difference in a child's 

performance, I considered four sets of variables: (l)Basic socioeconomic and 

demographic characteristics such as family income, religion of the family, employment 

of parents, number of children in the family, marital status of the parents, and parental 

education; (2) Characteristics of parental participation in the child's education, 

including PTA involvement, fund-raising for the school, volunteer work for the school, 

and help in the child's classroom;2 (3) Parental expectations concerning education such 

as educational expectations that the parents hold for their child along with the 

importance of education that the parents have when compared to other family goals 

(e.g., money); and (4) Religious and ethnic traditions in the household, including the 

goals of religious faith and ethnic traditions, the religiosity of the family, and religious 

attendance by the family. 

2 In this diesis, parental involvement was measured as in-class involvement. Outside parental involvement such 
as helping with homework or sports was not used as a variable. I measured parental involvement at home, and the 
findings were insignificant. 
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The models used to test these groups of variables are as follows: 

Y l = B + XI + X2 + X3 + X4 + X5 + X6 + X7 + X8 + X9 + X10 + Xl l + X12 

Y2= B + XI + X2 + X3 + X4 + X5 + X6 + X7 + X8 + X9 + X10 + Xl l + X12 + X13 + X14 

Y3= B + XI + X2 + X3 + X4 + X5 + X6 + X7 + X8 + X9 + X10 + Xl l + X12 + X13 + X14 

where: 
Y1 = the pre-test scores 
Y2 = the post-test scores 
Y3 = the change in test scores (Pre-test minus Post-test) 
B = the constant 

The independent variables: 
XI: the education level of the mother 
X2: the education level of the father 
X3: the unemployment of the parents 
X4: the marital status of the parents 
X5: the income level of the parents 
X6: the sex of the child 
X7: the number of children in the family 
X8: the parental participation level in 1993 
X9: the parental satisfaction level in 1993 
X10: the parental educational expectations in 1993 
XI1: the contact level of the parents with the child 
X12: the parental participation level in 1994 
X13: the parental satisfaction level in 1994 
X14: the parental educational expectation level in 1994 

Measures 

All satisfaction measures used in this study came from the survey data. The 

survey instruments included questions concerning parental satisfaction with teacher 

performance, principal performance, school discipline, opportunities for parental 

involvement, school location, the amount the child learned, and the general school 

atmosphere. The survey also requested that respondents give their past and present 



54 

schools an overall grade ranging from "A" to "F." Additionally, the survey 

instrument contained questions dealing with parental involvement that included 

participation at the schools (e.g., attending the PTA, being a PTA member, helping 

with fund-raising, and assisting teachers in the classroom). Questions concerning 

parental involvement at home included working with their child on math, reading, 

writing, general homework, and educational television. 

Methods 

I used the multiple-group pre-test/post-test design. This design is ideal for 

measuring the dependent variables before and after treatment. Multiple groups are the 

simplest of the experimental designs. This type is used when one compares two or 

more treatment groups that differ along a single independent variable. Program 

evaluations often use this design where the research question concerns the efficacy of 

programs or specific interventions for producing change in participants.3 

I used ordinary least squares (OLS) regression to estimate child performance. 

Using OLS regression, I used separate equations for those enrolled in the public 

multilingual schools (Multilingual) and those on a waiting list (Wait-Listed) for these 

schools. The regression equation compared the standardized test scores of students 

against test scores in the prior year with the individual, family, and school attributes. 

Because there are no identifiable differences between the enrolled and the wait-listed 

students, the difference in the test scores provides the maximum estimate of the impact 

1 P. E. Spector, "Research Designs," Quantitative Applications in the Social Sciences 23 (1981): 45-46. 
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of being in a public choice school. Additionally, the examination of coefficients of the 

explanatory variables in two equations provided important information concerning who 

benefits most from attending the multilingual and attendance-zone schools.4 

Although the primary focus is on student achievement, an important issue is the 

satisfaction and involvement of parents. Parents completed surveys in 1992, 1993, and 

1994. These surveys included questions aimed to measure satisfaction and involvement 

levels with the child's education. I used difference of means test to calculate changes 

in satisfaction levels of all three groups. This method was also used to estimate 

different participation rates among the three groups. 

I first examine the factors affecting test scores in 1992. I then examine the 

change in test scores from 1992 to 1993. The test scores used consist of national math 

and reading composition scores. 

The Problem of Selection Bias 

A critical problem in school-choice research is selection bias. Studies such as 

those of Coleman and his colleagues and that of Chubb and Moe have only two sets of 

observations: children in the public schools whose parents have not attempted to choose 

alternative schools for them, and children in choice schools. If parental involvement 

and commitment are critical factors in educational performance, choosing parents have 

demonstrated a substantial level of involvement and commitment. However, in past 

studies almost all students in attendance-zone (neighborhood) schools had nonchoosing 

4 K. Godwin et al., A Study of Private and Public, Sr.hrtnl Choice in San Antonio: A Research Proposal to fhp. 
Spencer Foundation, (June 1, 1993): 15-19. 
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parents while all students in choice schools had choosing parents.5 

The San Antonio study can partially overcome this problem because of the 
/ 

heavy oversubscription of the public choice program. The students who applied but 

were not admitted provide a control group of public-choosing families. These students 

were eligible for the program but did not get in because of space limitations. 

Summary 

The model, measures, and methods described, helped me analyze what role 

choice plays in a student's education. By examining parental satisfaction and 

involvement levels, one can determine if choice has underlying effects on a child's 

education. 

5 E. Adair, K. Ho, and K. Godwin, School Choice and Parental Satisfaction and Involvement (Paper delivered 
at the annual meeting of the Southwest Social Science Association, Dallas, TX March 1995). 
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RESULTS 

Previous analyses of these data identified the critical factors predicting which 

families would be choosing families as well as the factors that encouraged parental 

satisfaction and parental participation.1 Those analyses found that the mother's 

education and the parents' educational expectations for their children were the most 

important factors predicting parental involvement and participation in their children's 

education. These are the same variables that strongly influence whether parents will 

attempt to place their children in a choice school, and they are good predictors of a 

student's performance on standardized tests.2 

Student Achievement 

Student achievement was calculated as the combined score of each student's 

math and reading scores.3 The scores were first taken in 1993 before the school choice 

option was given. This set of scores will be referred to as pre-tests. Then, scores were 

calculated one year after the option for school choice was provided. The nonchoosers 

1 V. Martinez, F. R. Kemerer, and K. Godwin, "Who Chooses and Why?: A Baseline Demographic Report", 
(Denton: Center for the Study of Education Reform, University of North Texas, 1993). 

2 V. Martinez, K. Godwin, F. R. Kemerer, and L. Perna, "The Consequences of School Choice: Who Leaves 
and Who Stays in the Inner City" Social Science Quarterly, (September 1995): 485-501. 

3 The multilingual students began in the 6th grade. The nonchoosers and wait-listed students began in the 1st 
grade . For the nonchoosers and wait-listed students, I analyzed those students that were at least in the 6th grade. 
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remained in traditional public schools. The wait-listed remained in the traditional 

schools, but opted to belong to the multilingual program. Finally, the multilingual 

students were in the school choice program for one year. This set of scores will be 

referred to as the post-tests. According to Table 1, the scores show no increase in the 

multilingual scores. However, both the nonchoosers and wait-listed students had 

decreased scores from the previous year. 

Table 1: Pre-Test and Post-Test Scores For Students: ' 

Taken From TheMeanof Hie Reading and Math Scores Combined 

Pre-Test Post-Test Change 

Multilingual 112 112 -0-

Nonchoosers 79 75 - 5 

Wait-listed 95 88 -7 

I ran the model with all three sets of students. I ran the model once with the 

pre-test as the dependent variable. Next, I ran the model with the post-test as the 

dependent variable. Finally, I ran the model with the change in test scores as the 

dependent variable. 

Table 2 shows the findings of the multilingual model with the pre-test scores. 

Using, a .05 significance level, family income was the only variable that was 

significant. This variable has a positive sign, meaning that as family income increases 

so did the pre-test scores. The R-squared of this model was .02. Because this number 

is so weak, not much emphasis is placed on this finding. 
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Table 2: Multilingual Students Model Results 
Dependent Variable: Pre-test Scores 

Variable B SEB Beta T SigT R 
Squared 

Family 
Income 

1.56 .639 .142 2.44 .0152 .02 

Table 3 shows the results of the multilingual student model with the post-test 

scores as the dependent variable. Again, only one finding was significant at the .05 

level. The number of children per family was significant in the negative. The higher 

the number of children in the family, the worse the student did on the post-test in the 

multilingual school. This finding accounted for only 4 percent of the total variance in 

this model. Considering this weak percent, the finding presented here is insignificant. 

Table 3: Multilingual Students Model Results 
Dependent Variable: Post-Test Scores 

Variable B SEB Beta T SigT R Squared 

Number of 
Children Per 

Family 

-2.43 1.09 -.127 -2.22 .03 .04 

Table 4 presents the findings from the wait-listed model with pre-test scores as 

the dependent variable. In this model, the gender of the student was found to be 

significant at the .05 level. The negative sign associated with this finding indicates that 

boys outperform girls in the wait-listed group. This finding accounted for only 7 

percent of the total variance in the entire model. 
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1 Table 4: Wait-listed Students Model Results 
1 Dependent Variable: Pre-Test Scores 

I Variable B Beta SEB T SigT R 
Squared 

1 Sex of Student -13.81 6.% -2.67 -1.98 .05 .07 

The findings presented in Table 5 show that the higher the parental educational 

expectations in the nonchoosing group, the higher the child scored on the pre-test. 

Again, the significance level was .05. When considering the amount of variance 

explained by this model, this finding is weak and insignificant. 

Table 5: Nonchoosing Students Model Results 
Dependent Variable: Pre-Test Scores 

Variable B SEB Beta T SigT R Squared 

Parental 
Expectation 

in 1993 

3.98 1.17 .16 3.41 .00 .03 

When I used the post-test scores as the dependent variable, I found no 

significant findings in the nonchoosing or wait-listed models. 

Parental Satisfaction 

Table 6 shows clearly that for the academic year ending in 1993, the year prior 

to choice, parents whose children would remain in the public schools evaluated their 

children's schools quite positively. Over 80 percent of parents graded their child's 

school as either "A" or "B." More than 90 percent of the multilingual school parents 

graded their child's school "B" or better. 
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Table 6: Parents* Assignment of Grades to Their Children's Schools 

1 Nonchoosers 
1 1993 1994 

Multilingual 
1993 1994 

Wait-listed 
1993 1994 

| 45.5 43.7 48.7 47.5 35.6 22.5 

| 35.4 35.8 41.5 40.0 48.9 52.5 

| 13.4 14.8 9.1 8.3 15.6 20.0 

I 3.4 2.8 .6 .3 2.5 

| 2.3 2.0 .8 2.5 

Table 7: Parents' Satisfaction With The Amount Their Child Learned 

Nonchoosers 
1993 1994 

34.8 

52.2 

10.3 

2.4 

Multilingual 
1993 1994 

54.9 

42.0 

2.5 

.6 

49.2 

2.6 

4.9 

1.6 

Wait-listed 
1993 1994 

57.1 

28.6 

14.3 

32.5 

47.5 

17.5 

2.5 

Table 8: Parents' Satisfaction With School Discipline 
Nonchoosers 

1993 1994 

22.5 

63.3 

9.9 

4.3 

29.1 

57.1 

8.3 

4.5 

Multilingual 
1993 1994 

51.0 

40.8 

5.4 

2.9 

42.4 

43.1 

3.3 

4.1 

Wait-listed 
1993 1994 

42.4 

46.7 

10.9 

25.0 

50.0 

10.0 

10.0 
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As indicated in the previous tables, I constructed overall satisfaction levels for 

both years (1993 and 1994). Difference of means tests for 1993 indicated that 

differences between each group of choosing parents (multilingual and wait-listed) and 

nonchoosing parents are all statistically significant. The choosing parents had higher 

levels of overall satisfaction than nonchoosers. However, there were no statistically 

significant differences in the overall levels of satisfaction between either the wait-listed 

or the multilingual groups. In other words, a statistically significant difference exists 

between the choosing and nonchoosing groups, but no statistically significant difference 

exists among the multilingual and the wait-listed groups. 

I calculated the change in satisfaction for all groups and compared each choice 

group with the control group of nonchoosing parents. There was not a statistically 

significant difference between public-choosing parents whose children enrolled in the 

choice schools (multilingual) and the change for nonchoosing parents. For parents who 

attempted to enroll their child in the public choice program and were unsuccessful 

(wait-listed), the decline in their satisfaction is much greater than that of the control 

group of nonchoosing parents. Analyses not appearing in this paper found that neither 

the absolute level of parental satisfaction nor changes in the levels of satisfaction is 

correlated with changes in standardized test scores. 

In summary, the expectation of the market model that choice will improve 

satisfaction is only partially confirmed. The public-school choosers begin with high 

levels of satisfaction and, after adjusting for the effects of regression to the mean, those 

parents whose children actually enroll in the public school choice program have similar 
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satisfaction scores as nonchoosers. This finding is not true for the wait-listed. For 

them, the change in satisfaction from 1993 to 1994 is highly negative and these 

negative scores are both statistically and substantively significant when compared to the 

control group of nonchoosing parents. 

Parental Participation and Involvement 

Parental satisfaction may have great importance for public officials in that 

dissatisfied parents may affect both political careers and support for school budgets. 

For the market model of school choice to work, the more critical finding is parental 

involvement in the child's education. How did school choice affect parental 

participation? 

Choosing parents initially show much higher levels of participation and 

involvement than nonchoosing parents.4 In fact, one of the best predictors of who will 

choose is the level of parental involvement in the child's education. Tables 9 and 10 

illustrate the general changes in participation patterns among the three groups. In the 

multilingual and wait-listed groups, parents' participation tends to fall when their 

children move from elementary to middle schools. Table 9 shows the changes in 

parents participating in their children's homework and Table 10 displays the changes in 

the overall participation and involvement scale. Difference of means tests on all 

participation and involvement show that participation scores decline relative to 

nonchoosing parents. Of course, given the very high levels of participation, simple 

Martinez et. al, "The Consequences of School Choice" (Forthcoming 1995). 
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regression to the mean would likely lead to a negative relationship between being a 

chooser and declining participation scores. 

Table 9: Change in Participation In The Child's Homework 

Nonchoosers Muktiagoal Wait-listed 

28.5% 
; * i m 41.2% 

Same as previous year 40.6% . 49.6% 42.1% 

More than previous year 30.9% 19:5% 16.7% 

Table 10: Changes in Overall Participation and Involvement 

Participatic^ Nonchoosers Multilingual Wait-listed 

Less than previousyear 66.2% 64.0% 74.3% 

Saroeasprevious year 14.6% 16.7% 11.4% 

More than previous year 19.2% 14.3% 

To check whether regression to the mean accounted for the observed declines 

among choosing parents, I used OLS regression and regressed the change in overall 

participation score onto the previous year's overall score. I assigned the two choosing 

groups as dummy variables. The results showed a statistically significant coefficient 

only for the wait-listed dummy. The multilingual group did not reach statistical 

significance either in the positive or negative direction, once I controlled for the 

previous year's score. 
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There is one additional area related to parental perceptions that may affect 

students' educational performance. As noted above, parents' expectations strongly 

influence student performance. If choice schools increase parental expectations for 

their children, participation in choice may lead to higher parental expectations. Using 

OLS regression, I tested this possibility and found that participation in a choice 

program did increase parents' expectation for their children's academic future. On 

average, participation in choice programs raises the expected number of years that 

parents expect their child to complete in school by almost one year. Parents whose 

child was wait-listed to the choice program, however, showed a small decline in the 

educational expectations for their children. This difference was not statistically 

significant. 

Summary 

The results concerning student achievement were quite weak. Although the 

multilingual students showed no increase in their student achievement, the other two 

groups showed drops. This findingcould be considered a plus for the school choice 

proponents. However, one thing must be considered. These tests were given in a one-

year time span. This time frame is not long enough to determine how student 

achievement will fluctuate among the choosing and nonchoosing groups. 

I can summarize the results concerning school satisfaction quite simply. First, 

parents who wish to choose but are unable to exercise their choice (wait-listed) 

experience a substantial drop in satisfaction with the public schools. Second, public 

school choice parents (multilingual) do not experience increases in satisfaction, but this 
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is due to their high satisfaction with their public schools in the previous year. Finally, 

I could find little evidence that parental satisfaction relates to parental participation and 

involvement in their children's education. 

It is easy to summarize my findings concerning choice and parental involvement 

and participation. Parents who are more involved in their children's education are 

more likely to be choosing parents. However, I found no evidence that choice 

increases participation levels. In fact, the only statistically significant impact of choice 

programs on parental participation was a drop in the participation rates of parents 

whose children were unable to enroll in the public choice program. In short, if the 

market model depends on increased participation by parents for improvements in 

educational performance by students, the proponents of choice are likely to be 

disappointed. 

Of course there are other possible causal links between choice and increased 

performance. In fact, students participating in public choice programs in San Antonio 

showed statistically and substantively significant increases in standardized math and 

reading scores. Because a control group of choosing students who could not exercise 

their choice (wait-listed) exists, the increase in test scores was not entirely due to 

coming from a choosing family. 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

After comparing the change in test scores, the multi-lingual students were the 

only group that showed no decrease in test scores. The other two groups showed 

significant decreases. This finding could be interpreted as meaning that multilingual 

has the potential of improving student achievement early in the program. However, the 

evidence to make this claim is not substantial enough to support such a proclamation. 

Aside from this finding, the models had very little variance explained by the findings. 

Perhaps in another year or two, more findings would be significant. Likewise, the 

amount of variance explained could increase. 

My empirical results indicate that the greater involvement of choosing parents is 

not the result of choice, but that more involved parents choose. In the absence of 

evidence that over time the causation is reciprocal, my results suggest that choice will 

not increase parental involvement and that this particular link in the market model to 

improve education is not valid. Perhaps if choice were more widely available, then 

parents would become more involved. However, my results give little indication of 

this. 

At the same time, there are other reasons (e.g., safety and having more skilled 

classmates for your child) that lead to higher performance among students who attend 
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choice schools. This appears to be the case in the public choice program in San 

Antonio. This situation leads to a difficult policy issue: Should society give low-

income parents the opportunity to leave the inner-city public schools and thereby 

improve the education and safety of their child when this move may further 

disadvantage the already most disadvantaged in the society? Can society deny these 

choices to low-income parents when, because of income, much of society can exercise 

them on the behalf of our children? 

Implications For Future Research 

The phenomena of public school choice research will continue to attract social 

scientists. Hispanic students are an important population in this type of research. This 

study is a first of its kind. Perhaps future research will continue to concentrate on this 

population. At the same time, researchers would follow Christine Rossell's advise by 

having a control group for those students not admitted. A control group in essential in 

determining the effects of choice on student achievement, parental satisfaction, and 

parental involvement. 

Finally, future research should follow a child's performance for more than one 

year. One year is not long enough to determine the effects of a program on student 

achievement. 

Implications For Public Policy 

What are the implications of these findings for public policy? Perhaps the 

clearest is that if a school district has a public choice program and it wants to satisfy 

parents, there should be sufficient space in choice schools for all those who wish to 
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choose. In Texas, lawmakers have considered this potential problem. Governor 

George W. Bush has shown support for building more magnet and charter schools in 

the school districts. 

One major problem that needs to be addressed in the public school choice 

debate is the issue of money. If new programs and schools are to be built, who will 

have to pay the bill. Perhaps an increase in property taxes will be the only answer to 

funding these additions to the public school system. One point is clear, lawmakers and 

policy analysts need to consider the factor of money when deciding the future of the 

public school system. 
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Thank you for participating in our survey last yaar. The following information is vary important for 
our racords. Wa ask that you answer all of the questions as fully as possible. If you have any 
questions or concerns in completing this survey please call us toll-free at 800/382-0975. Please 
be assured your answers wff remain strictly confidential and wM not be released to anyone. 

1. How old is the child named et the top of the page? 

2. How long has the child lived with you? 

3. What is your relationship to this child? • Moth* • Ftthv • owndmwtwr • othar. 

4. Is this child participating in the Multilingual Program? 

• No • Yes (If Yes, skip to question #6.) 

5. Why is your child no longer participating In the Multilingual Program? 

6. How did you leem about the Multilingual Program? (Check al that apply.) 

• 
• Television or radio 
• Church 
• Teachers or counselors 

at school 

• Community Center 
• Friends or relatives 
• Public Schools 
• Don't know about the 

Multilingual Program 

7. Why did you select the Multilingual Program? (Please circle one number on each line.) 

a. Location of chosen school 
b. Educational quality at the 

d. Other children already attending 
the chosen school 

e. Frustration with previous schools 
f. Special programs offered by 

the chosen school 
g. Discipline in the chosen school 
h. General atmosphere in the chosen 

school 1 

2 
2 

2 
2 

2 
2 

Iwporuw 
3 

3 
3 

3 
3 

3 
3 

8. Are there any other important factors which influenced your decision to participate? 
• No • Yes If yes, what were they? _ _ _ 
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9. In which school was your child enrolled last year? 

10. What grada was your child in last year? 

11. Do you know the final math grade your child received last year? 

• A OB D C • D O F • Other: 
M m Specify) 

• No grades given • Not sure 

12. Do you know the final english grade your child received last year? 

• A • B D C D D OF • Other: 
SpacHy) 

• No grades given • Not sure 

13. How satisfied were you with the following in last year's school? (Please circle one number 
on each line or check no opinion.) 

nuifiid mamm miuinio omriivin no 

a. Teechers' performance 
b. Principal's performance 
c. Discipline in the school 
d. Subjects taught 
e. Textbooks 
f. Opportunities for parental 

involvement 
g. Location of school 
h. Amount your child learned 
i. General atmosphere of school 

2 
2 
2 
2 
2 

2 
2 
2 
2 

3 
3 
3 
3 
3 

3 
3 
3 
3 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

14. What overall grade would you give to your child's SCHOOL last year? 

• A • B D C D D OF 

15. How many times did you (or someone in your household) contact your child's previous school 
about EACH of the following: 

0 
a. Your child's academic performance • 
b. The classes your child took • 
c. Doing volunteer work for the school • 
d. Participating in fund raising • 
e. Providing information for school records • 
f. Your child's behavior • 
g. Helping in the classroom • 

1-2 3-4 5 or more 
• • • 
• • • • • • 

• • • • 
O • 

• • • • • • 
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PIMM check jfflft box on MCh line. 

16. Did you or your spouM/partner do any of the following at your child's school last year? 

Yes No 
a. Attend parent/teacher conferences • • 
b. Belong to a parent/teacher organization • • 
c. Attend meetings of parent/teacher organization • • 
d. Take part in activities of perent/teacher organizations • • 
a. Belong to other organizations dealing wtoh school matters • • 

17. How many times in a normal week would you say you participate in the following activities 
with your chOd: 

0 1*2 3-4 5 or more 
e. Participate together in sports activities • • • • 
b. Help your child with homework • • • • 
c. Read with or to your child • • • • 
d. Work on arithmetic or math with your chUd • • • • 
a. Work on penmanship or writing with your chfld • • • • 
f. Watch educational programs on TV with your child • • • 0 

18. On a normal day, how many hours of television does your child watch? 

• None • 1 t o 2 D 2 t o 4 • 4 to6 • more than 6 

19. How many hours we educational television? 

• None • 1 to 2 • 2 to 4 • 4 to 6 • more than 6 

20. How would you rate the importance of education in your family compared to the foNowtaig 
goals? 

i to 
Important 

a. Having a good Job • • • 
b. Having enough money in the family • • • 
c. Maintaining religious observances/faith • • • 
d. Maintaining family ethnic traditions • • • 
e. Having a good place to live • • • 

21. How far do you expect your child to go in school? (Please check one.) 

• Finish some high school 
• Graduate from high school 
• Go to vocational school after high school 
• GotocoNege 
• Go to graduate or professional school after college 
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22. Who is primarily responsible for the care of this child? 

• Mother • Father • Older brother or sister • Grandmother • Other 
(Maaaa Spacify) 

Please answer questions 21*28 for Female Parent or Guardian AND ALSO for Male Parent or Guardian 

23. Please provide the following employment information: 

ramala Pwartt or Guardian Mala Parant or Guardian 
Yaa No Yaa No 

a. Employed full time 
(35 hours or more per week)? • • • • 

b. Working more than 1 job? • • • • 
c. Employed pert time • • • • 

(IMS than 35 hows per week)? • • • • 
d. Currently unemployed? • • • • 
e. Receiving unemployment 

compenaation? • • • • 
f. Receiving AFDC or Medicaid? • • • • 
24. What is the usual job of: 

Female parent or guardian: Male parent or guardian: 

25. What is your highest level of education completed? 

a. Eighth grade or below 
b. Some high school 
c. GEO 
d. High school graduate 
e. Some college 
f. 4-y«ar degree 
g. Post-graduate work 

26. Are you an American citizen? 

27. What is your age? 

28. What is your piece of birth? 

29. In which city and country did 
you mend moat of 
your childhood? 

Fimato Parent or Guaittoi 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

• N o d Yes 

Maia Param or Guardian • 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

• No • Yes 
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30. What is your racial identity? (Please cheek §M that apply.) 

ramala flarant or Guardian Mala Parant or Guardian 

a. Black • • 
b. Hispanic 0 • 
c. Native American • • 
d. Asian • • 
a. Anglo • • 
31. What is your child's racial identity? (Please check ait that apply.) 

a. Black • 
b. Hispanic • 
c. Native American • 
d. Asian • 
e. Anglo • 

32. Whet is your current marital status? (Please check one.) 

• Married • Divorced 
• Single • Widowed 
• Separated • Not morrtod but living in a marriage like relationship 

33. How many children are in your family? 

34. Please list the age and sex of an children in your family and check if they have ever attended 
public school, private school or both. 

Sax PuMe 
a. 1st child • • 
b. 2nd child • • 
c. 3rd child • • 
d. 4th child • • 
e. 5th child _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ • • 
f. 6th child • • 
g. 7th child • • 
h. 8th child • • 
i. 9th child • • 
j. 10th child • • 

35. What was the mother's age at the birth of her first child? 

36. How meny members of the family are currently dependent on the family income? 
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37. What languages(s) are spoken at home? (Check ad that apply.) 

• English • Spanish • German • Chinese • Japanese 
• Korean • Filipino • Italian • French • Portuguese 
• Polish • Greek • Farsi • Other 

mrnm Spadfy) 

38. What is your religious preference? 

• Protestant (includes Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian, etc.) 
• Catholic • Jewish • Other: 

SfMdfy) 

39. How often do you attend religious services? 

• More than once a week • Once a week • Once a month 
• Only during major religious holidays • Never 

40. What is your family/household income range for one year? (Please check one.) 

O 0-12,999 • #7,500-9,999 • #20,000-24,999 
• #3,000-4,999 • #10,000-14,999 • #25,000-34,999 
• #5,000-7,499 • #15,000-19,999 • #35,000-49,999 

41. How much do you think It wfflcottto send your chad to the MuMBnflual Program for one 

4 2 ' V041 w W l toHowing? (Please circle one number or check no opinion on 
MCn lint,) 

a. Information on the Multilingual 
Program 1 2 3 4 n 

b. Assistance from MuttiUngual 
Program administrators 1 2 3 4 • 

THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THIS SURVEY 
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