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Abstract

Magnet schools provide school districts with an .alfernative to mandatory
reassignment and busing by providing a cﬁoice for parents among several school
options--each offering a ciifferent set of distinctive course offerings or instructional
formats. In mégnet schools, enrollments are often managed to ensure a rlacially‘
balanced student population. ’

This paper explores magnet schools and racial diversity. We begin with a
review of the research on magnet schools that underscores the iﬁnportance of the
unit of analysis. __Ionw effective are magnets in reducing racial isolation? How do
these data differ across districts? What accounts.for these differeﬁtial effects?

— We follow this macro-levei analysis with findings from our three-year study
of magnets in two .major urban school districts: St. Louis aﬁd Cincinnati. This
section ex'amines.the social context of school choice in-depth in ofder to understand
the mterplay between choice policies and efforts aimed at school desegregation. We
focus specific attention upon issues of social class isolation in the context of magnet
school syétems that are designed to address racial divgrsity, and argue that these
persistent patfems of éociq-éconorhic segregation éan'be arrested under certain
conditions. We conclude with troubling indications that the post-busing era of
desegregation and litigation signals a heavy reliance upon- magnet schools and

parental choice without the commitment to diversity goals that marked earlier

decades of social and educational reform.
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- Introduction

Magnet schools are being established in more and more school systems in an

-attempt to promote racial diversity, improve scholastic standards, and provide a

range of programs to satisfy individual talents and interests. Magnet schools,
sometimes referred to as “alternative schools” or “schools of choice,” .are pﬁblic
schools that provide incentives to parents and students through specialized
curricular therﬁes or instructional methods. The term “magnet” gained popularity
in the 1970s when policy makers were designing desegregation plans in an effort to
rﬁake them more attractive to parents, educators, and students. Magnet schools
provide school districts with an alternative to mandatory reassignment and fo.rcéd
busing by providing a choice for parents among several school options--each

offering a different set of distinctive course offerings or instructional formats. In

: magnet schools, enrollments are often managed to ensure a racially balanced

student population.

Since 1975, when federal courts accepted magnet schools as. a method 6f |
desegregation (seelMorgan v. Kerrigan, 421 US 963), their number has increased
dramatically. Indeed, between 1982 and 1991, the number of individual schools
offering magnet programs nearly doubled to over 2,400 and the number of students
enrolled in these programs almost tripled. By the 199‘1-92 school year, more than 1.2
miilion students were enrolled in magnet schools in 230 school districts (Yu &
Taylor, 1997). Distribution of magnet schools: 85% are located in la*ge (>10,000

enrollment) urban districts; 72% are located in high (>50% minority) districts;



55% are located in iow (<50% Free Lunch Eligible) SES districts (Steel & Eaton, 1996).
Magnet schools are typically'es{cablished in urban school districts with large
student enrollments (over 10,000). According'to the U.S. Department of Education,
53% of large urban school districts .include magnet school programs as part of their
desegregation plans, as comparéd to only 10% of suburban districts. Over half of all
magnet programs are located in low socio-economic districts (Levine, 1997).
Although they can involve all grade lev-els, mofe than half of the nation’s magnet
 programs serve elementary school students; only 20% of magnets are located at the
high séhool level (Yu. & Taylor, 1997; Levine, 1997). The most common type of
magnet school is one that emphasizes a particular subject matter, such as math and
science, computers and technology, or a foreign language. Following .subject matter
in terms of popularity are programs thaf offer a unique instructional_ approach, such
as a Montessori or Paideia. S | | |
Magnet school programs are ‘extremély' popuiéar, as _ineasufed by the fact that
over 75% of all districts wiﬂﬁ magnets have a greater demand for student slots than
they can fill; half of these districts maintain long waiting lists (Blank, Levine &
Steel, 1996). With this level of demand, and with a total of over 15% of all students
in magnét districts already enrolled in magnet schools, sghodl districts must limit:
entry into the specialized programs. Most apcomplish this through an admissions
process that uses a lottery format. Others rely upon a first-come, first-serve
arrangemént. Only about one-third of all magnet pfogréms use a selective

admissions policy; these usually involve either'a minimum test score requirement,
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orina performing arts magnet, the admission may be based upon performance in

an audition.

In many instances, districts have suPported magnet s_ehools with a -
censiderable investment of resou.rce_s. On average, expenciitures per student are 10%
higher in districts with magnets; alrﬁoet three-fourths of magnet programs have
additional stafﬁng allowances as well. Some magnet programs are funded through
state desegregation- funds. Most are funded under two-year grants through the
federal Magnet Schools Assistance Program (MSAP). These funds are made
availaBle to districts that are either implementing magnets voluntarily or that are
acting under court-ordered desegregation. The MSAP serves a critical role in
magnet school creation and expansion efforts nationwide. The program provides
about $110 million annually to support magnet school pregrarhs; between 1985 and
1993, about $750 million in MSAP funds were allocated to 117 different school
districts (Steel & Eaton, 1996). |

This paper explores magnet schools and racial diversity. We begin with a
review of the research on magnet schools that underscores the importance of the
unit of analysis. In terms of understanding the value and impact of magnet schools
as a tool for reducing racial segregation, We first ask: compared to-what? The
analyses differentiate between within school and district-wide outcorhes. How
effective are magnets in reducing racial isolation? How do these data differ across
districts? What accounts for these differential effects?

We follow this macro-level analysis with findings from our three-year study



of magnets in two major urban school districts: St. Louis and Cincinnati. This
section examines the social context of school choice in-depth in order to understand
the interplay between choice policies and efforts aimed. at school desegregation. We
focus specific attention upon issues qf social class isolation in the context of magnet
school ssfstems that are designed to éddress racial diversity, and argue that these
persistent pa&ems of socio-economic segregation can be arrested under certain
conditions. We conclude with troubling indications that the post-busing era of
desegregation and litigation signals a heavy'reliance upon magnet schools and
parental choice without the commitment to d'ivefsity goals that marked earlier

decades of social_ _a_lnd educational reform.

Magnet Schools and Desegregation

There are numerous evaluations of local school magnet plans that suggest-a

very complex set of conclusions regarding. the utility of magnet schools in achieving .

racial desegregation. This is expected; districts vary largely in terms of the nature of
their magnet school plans (such as types and numbers of options), transportation
availability, and overall district enroliment patterns. Obviously, districts with 1arger
proportions of minority students will find it harder to achieve racial desegregation
irrespective of the type of desegregation options in place. Interestingly, thesé are
precisely the districts most likely to have magnets as central components of their
desegregation plans. Specifically, 78% of students in districts with magnets are in

large urban districts, 66% of students are in high-minority districts, and 47% of

-
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students are in loW—inéome‘ districts (Steel and Levine, 1994). It follows as Plank et.
al. (1992) report, that choosing a magnet school for black middle school students is -
likely to racially segregate them from whites, while whites tend to integrate magnet.

schools. The effects of magnet schools will be very sensitive to the specific

-arrangements under which these schools- operate.

An evaluation of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg magnet program in 1996 seemed

to point to great success. After three years of operation, the magnet schools at all

levels had racially mixed student bodies ranging from about 50% white to 44% black
students in elementary schools, and 55% white and 38% black students in the
magnet high schools. Of the newly admitted students to magnet schools, 40.4% ,we;é
black. Non-magnet schools also remained racially balanced .(Charlotte-Mecklenburg
Schools, 1995). Other positivé results emerged from evaluations of Montclair, N.J.
and New York Sta.lfe. Black (1996) reviews these positive evaluation -reportsAfrom
Montclai'r, N.J. and New York State to ”att'ribute significant and éustamed' |
imprévément in desegregation to the implementation of magnet schools” (p. 35).

In contrast, in Kansas City, for example, a far larger and more complex
environment, magnet schools did not have the intended impact on dramatically
changiﬁg racial balance patterns. Minority enrollments from 1985 to 1993 remained
a steady 73-75 percent of all students, and magnet schools did not meet their |
desegregation goals of 40/60 (Morrison, 1994). The district was largely unsuccessful
in attracting non-minority students into its schools. Another examplé bf an

unsuccessful magnet school program is Prince George’s County, Maryland.



l.Although a majority of students, 72%, atéended schools within new racial balance
guidelines, these guidelines were so variable, being defined by the racial
composition of thé school sysfen:i, that students often went to minority-isoléted
schools (Eafon & Crutcher, 1996). |

Beyond indiviciual district and local éite evaluations, one of the major
sources of information about the impact of magnet schools on school desegfegation
efforts is an évaluation of the Magnet Schools Assistance Program (Steel & Eaton,
1996). The Magnet School Assistance Program (MSAP) provides federal dollars to
“support the elimination, reduction, or prevention of minority isolation in
elementary and secondary schools with substantial portions of minority group
students” (Steel and Eaton, 1996, p. i) . The data for the evaluation were collected
from 119 districts and 1,043 magnef schools following -grantee's from 1989 until 1991; |
Data regarding d_ésegre_gation 1n magnet schools were available from 615 schools
(58% of the total school, and 93% of the districts).

Schools participating in MSAP declared one of three possible desegregation
goals for their magnet schools. The first goal, to reduce isolation, pertains to
minority iéolated schools-those with more than 50 percent minority enrollments.
”TQ reduce minority isolation is to reduce the percentage of minority students in a
minority-isolated school” (Steel and Eaton, 1996, p. 20). To eliminate minority
isolation, a second goal, is to reduce a school’s percentage of minority students to
less fhan 50 percent of enrollment, while the third goal, to preven-t minority' |

enrollment, is to keep a school’s minority enrollment form rising above 50 percent
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of enrollment.

. Table 1, adapted from Steel and Eaton, presents the number of schéols that
specified and ob.tained each desegregation goal from the sample of 615 schools. The
majority (85%) of schools (N=529), stated a desegregation goal of reducing minority
isolation; that is,_ théy wanted to either reduce their absolute numbers of minority

enrollments, or prevent the minority enrollment at the particular magnet school

from rising faster than the district-wide a\}exage rate. Less than half, 44% of magnet

schools, were successful in meeting this objective. On average, of those schools

" meeting this goal, minority enroliment was decreased by 1.5%, with a range from

55% to .1 percent. Even less successful were schools that targeted the elimination of
minority isolatio.n. Although only a relatively small number of schools attempted
to elﬁninate minority isola:'tion,' 2%.(N=}2), only four schbols were successful in
meeting this goal, The third, and mést successful desegregation _goai met by 'ma‘gnet'
schools wés the prevention of nﬁhority iso.lationl. Although 'r‘elafively few mégnet

schools slated this goal, 13 (N=182), of those, 72% (N=60) were successful in

- preventing minority enrollment from rising above 50 percent. On average,

minority enrollment was at 39% for schools su;::cessful in meeting this objective. It
.should be noted that these results were relatively similar regardless of whether the
desegregation plan involving magnet schools were mandatory (court-ordered) or
voluntary with one exception. Elimination of minority isolation was .only achieved
in mandatory desegregation plans. (A new federal sfuciy of MSAP grantees is

currently underway.) -

et
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[Insert Table One Here]

Further analysis of the MSAP data reveals the importance of understanding -

the particular district context of any magnet school plan for evaluating the
effectiveness of magnet schools in achieving racial desegregaﬁoﬁ. The MSAP data
indicate that magnet school desegregation is greatly dependent upon the type of
magnet prograin, the overall minority enrollment in the district,. changes and |
trends in minority school enrollments, and the type of desegregation plan.
Specifically, Steel and Eaton report those individual magnet schools with high
proportions of minority students relative to their districts were more likely to meet
desegregation goals. In contrast magnet schools that had “higher overall
proportions of minority students initially and/or were experiencing higher rates of
growth in minority enrollment levels were less likely to meet their objectives”
(p-43). In addition, “dedicated”, or whole school magnet programs, where all
students must choose the school, were the most successful in meeting desegregatibn
goals, as compared to programs within schools, or mixed models of magnet and
attendance .z-one magnets.’

How can we interpret these results? Do these findings suggest success, failure,
or mere uncertainty? In order to fully assess the impact of magret schools on school
desegregation we argue that it is crucial to understand the local context of any given
magnet school plan. A crucial question that must be considered, is “compared to
what”? In other word.s, what else is happenirig in the school district? Are other

schools becoming racially isolated? Is overall minority enrollment in the district
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rising? What are the costs and benéfits of magnet schools ini terms of equity,
community, and social isolation in these school districts? Does racial balance occur
at the expense of social class segregation? In the next section we turn to these

questions by providing an in-depth view of two large urban district magnet school

plans.

Social Class and Racial Balance in Magnet Schools

The next section éXamihes the social context of school choice in two major
school districts — Cincinnati and St. Louis -- in order to understand the irﬁpact of
well established; robust magnet school programs on raéial balance within
elementary schools located in large urban districts.!

Our major interest involves the conditions under which school choice
systems operate. How does the contextAo.f_ decision-making for parents in a system of
school choice.influence the racialland socio-economic composition of magnet-
schools and non-magnet schools? Who chooses magnet schools? lWhat _SOufces of
information do pérents use when making choices? Why do parents make the
choices they do? We relied upon extensive surveys with parents and teachers and

intensive case studies of four magnet schools. First, we describe the two urban

school districts in our study.?

Cincinnati

During the 1993-94 school year, the Cincinnati Public School District operated

61 elementary schools, 8 junior high/ middle schools, 10 secondary schools, and 7

-9
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special schools. Magnet (or what the.Cincinnati system calls alternative) program
lchoices were offered to students at all grade levels (K-12). |

In the Cincinnéti system, magnet programs are. differentiated by curriculum-
or special interest areas as well as-by instructional approaéh (for example,
Montessori, Paideia). Magnets in the alternative program are also differentiated by
enrollment structure ahd program coverage. The Cincinnati system uses four types
of structures: 1) full, or dedicafed, magnets enroll students strictly on the basis of a
formél application and admissions process (described below) and provide
alternative instruction to all students enrolled at the school site; 2) mixed magnets.
provide altemati\_r_,e instruction to all students enrolled at the school but enroll a
combination of neighborhood/zoned students (because a percentage of the
enrollment is reserved for zoned students) and students who have formally applied
to the school but 'live outside the school's attendance zone (city-wide applicétipn.
zone); 3) schools-within-schools are programmatically distinct éompoﬁehts of a
neighborhood school and provide alternative instruction only to those students
who are enrolled in the magnet component based on their selection through the
district's alternative school application process; 4) mixed schools-withm;schoolsl are
a special version of schools-within-schools. They are organized within an existing
neighborhood school and reserve a percentage of their enrollment capacity for
zoned children, in addition to children livihg outside the atténdance area. (Ouf
study focused solely on the dedicated/full magnet schools).

At the time of our study, acceptance into magnet programs was based

10
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primarily on the application dafe (first-come, first-served) and race. Transportation
is pro-vided for students in grades K-8 who live more than one mile from their
alternativ'e school. Transportation is pfovided for all students in grades 9-12.

Total district enrollment in 1993—94 was approximately 51,000 students (66%
African American, 32% white, 2% ofher). The system enrolled 46% of its students in
magnet pfograrﬁs in the 1993-94 school year. Of those enrolled in magnets, 61.7%

were African American. More than 43% of the district's African Arlnerican students

~ were enrolled in magnet programs in 1993-94.

The St. Louis City District operates a total of 104 schools, including 73
elementary schools, 21 middle schools, 10 high schools, and 7 special schools. The

St. Louis City District has 26 full-time and 2 part-time magnet programs within the

The district operateé three different types of schools under the terms of its
desegregation plan: 1) magnet sch\ools; 2) 'non-integrated nonmagnet schools that are
98% African American and located in predomiﬁantly African American
neighborhoods; and 3) integrated nonmagnet schools in or near “naturally
integrated” or transitional neighborhoods or achieved by busing.?

Total enrollment in St. Louis City Schools is approximately 36,091 of whom
78% are African American. Any studén’t who lives in St. Louis City (and white:
students who live in the 16 participating suburban county district; that are part of

the voluntary interdistrict transfer program) may apply to magnet schools.

14
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- Assignments to magnets are made on the basis of a general lottery,_held in the
spring. In 1993-94, the district enrolled 10,087 students in city magnets: African
American students comprised 58% of total magnet enrollment and whites
comprised 42%. Approximately 15% of the city’s African American students are
enrolled in city magnets, while 40% of the city’s white st@dents attend city magnets.

Beyond the district-wide data, what do magnets loo.k'like in Cincinnati and St.
Louis? The following are brief descriptive sketches of our case study sites.

Greenwood Pafdeia. (Cincinnati). Gfeénwood Paideia? enrolls 378 students in
grades kindergarten through 6th and is located near an industrial park in a racially
mixed, middle-class secnon of thé city about 20 minutes from downtown Cincinnati.

Approxunately 95% of<:?:'_e students are bussed to Greenwood from neighborhoods

across the city. The student populatlon is 52% African American and 48% white.
Forty-five percent of the students at G;eenwood qualify for free lunch.
| Mathematfcs' and Science- Aéademy of Cincinﬁati (MaS_AC). MaSAC eﬁrdlls
575 students in grades kindergarten through 6th, and is located in a working-class,
predominantly white neighborhood on the western edge of the city. Approximately
83% of the students aré bussed té MaSAC from areas across the city. The school
population is 51% African American and 49% white. Seventy percent 6f the
students at MaSAC qualify for free lunch. |

Overbrook Basic Academy_(St. Louis).. Siudént. enrollment at Overbrook rests
at 253 and includes grades pre-school through grade five. The-étudent population is

60% African American and 40% white. Over 90% of the students who attend

12
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Overbrook are bussed in from different neighbor};oods across the city and county.
Sixty four percent of the students at Overb.rook quality for free lunch.

Viking Basic Academy (St. Louis). Viking includes grades kindergarten
through fifth and has a student enrollment of 298. The student population is 51%
African American, 45% white, and 4% “other.” More than 90% of the students are
bussed from vafious neighborhoods across thé city and county. Sixty eight percent

of the students at Viking qualify for free lunch.

Magnet Schools as a Tool for Racial Balance

Without compromise, both St. Louis and Cincinnati use magnets effectively
to create racially balanced schools in their respective school districts. Although the
issue of racial desegregaﬁon tends to be muted by more vocal claims among
educators regarding magnet program stability, excellence and instructional
innovation, thé evidence clearly indicates that the court-ordered desegregation
guidelines from which these magnet school programs originated have been
efficiently and explicitly addressed (Taylor and Yu, 1999). On average, African-
American comprise about 60% of magnet school enrollmenté in St. Louis and about
50% in Cincinnati, with white students making up the djfference (See Table 2).

The racial balance of the schools in St. Louis that participated.in our study is
consistent with the court decree. The racial balance of the 10 magnet schools in our
study ranged from 62% to 51% African-American students, whereas the integrated

nonmagnet schools ranged from 88% to 26% African-American students. The racial

16



balance of the Cincinnati magnet schools that participated in our study range from
57% to 46% African-American, while the nonmagnet schools ranged from a high of

85% African-American to a low of 30% African-American.

[Ineert Table 2 Here]

It is important to note that in St. Louis, where African-American students
comprise 78% of the school-age population, only 15% of the city’s African-American
students are enrolled in city magnets. The large proportion of African-American
students in the city means that a S1gn1f1cant and disproportionate number of
Afncan—Amenca_n_ students who apply for admission to a magnet school are placed
on a waiting 11st A larger percentage of African American students in St. Louis
choose suburban schools over magnets through the‘inter-c‘iistrict transfer plan (see

Wells & Crain, 1997). -

The Perceived Value of Ractallv Integrated Schools

Magnet school teachers in both cities described with insight-and emotion. the
compelling rationale behind their sehool charter. Although some regard authentic
racial understanding and integration as “beyond us” and belonging more |
appropriately to the values rnodeled in family life and in community arrangements,
teachers expressed widespread regard for the racial balance represented in magnet
classrooms and school corridors. Sarah Grant, a third grade teacher from -
Greenwood Paideia, punctuated the point:

-

I believe in integrated schools. I believe in as many kids together from

17
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as many different béckgrounds as possible. I think that is the richest
education the kids are getting when they are going to school with so
many different c'ultures.. I think that is a very important thing for all

kids, kids from different socio-economic backgrounds, too.

Teachers at Overbrook Academy in St. Louis voiced similar sentiments about the

value of racially integrated schools and were equally impressed with the results of
their racially balanced environments. While not a perfect solution to racially
segregated neighborhoods -- a prominent feature of residential life m St. Louis, as it \
is in numerous U.S. cities (Orfield, Bachmeier, James, & Eitle, 1997) -- many view
the central aims of the desegregation plan and the s&ategy of using magnet schools,
as é viable and worthy enterprise. Bill Rogers, a 24-year veteran teacher at -
Overbrook, explaihed this viewpoint:

You can looi_< out the window. . . Aﬁd see black and white children

: playiﬁg together, which is why we were invehted, and én'fhat level for

the children, it works. Now, of course :»vhen they get on the buses and

go back to separate neighborhoods, it is hard to stay friends for life, but

that is a community problem; it is not something we can solve in the

schools.
Charlie Allen, the gym teacher at MaSAC for 12 years, concurred:

I wish all the neighborhoods were racially and economically integrated.

so children could grow up in a diverse culture because when they get

out of school, they are going to have to deal with all kinds of other

15
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people; rich and poor, black and white. And that is whaf schools have

to provide. Neighborhoods don’t do that. So you go to an alternative

and you wind up busing.
Many teachers spoke specifically to the value of children “exposed to other
cultures,” the importance of ”learning that they are just the same as you and me,”
and the goal of "kidé learning to get along better” across facial/ ethnic groups. They
observed with pride the peﬁasiVe patterns of children mixing across racial groups

socially and academically - in the classroom and out on the playground. -

The Cost of Integration ' o .

Most teachers were quick to point out that the racial integration in magnets
comes with a cost; when school systems transport children so far away from their
neighborhéods, the social disfance Between schools and families grows to reflect the
geographical space that_separatés them. This point was made repeatec_llj. But the
justification for these policies and the willingness to sacrifice a sense of community
for a manifest commitment to integration, is a constant reminder to teachers of a
collective goal tied to improved racial understanding. And although there is a sense
of doing battle with influences beyond their control, there is an unwavering belief
that promoting racially integrated schools is an important contribution to larger
efforts. As first grade teacher Shanika Taylor at Viking Academy in St. Louis noted:

You need to learn the cultures of others. There are students who hear

things at home and they never would know the difference. ‘They

believe that until they are around another race and then they discover

19



that these people aren’t so bad after all. lIt is that sdrt. of thing that I

thmk about when I think about doing away with the busing.
In a similar vein, .sixth gradé teacher Bill Rogers at Overbrook lameﬁted the
cavalcade of buses——éleven in all-that transport children for up to one hour away
frém school to their neighborhoods acfoss St. Louis. Is it worth it?

Ina perféct world, I guess what they would have done is integrate the

neighborhoods, then children could go to their neighborhood schools.

But I wouldn’t know how to do that. Mé}lrbe if they could magnetize

neighborhoods.

Magnet Schools and the Social Context of Choice

The importance of :ﬁa@et:@oob reaches far beyond their utility as a tool for
improving racial bélance. The central débate fegudﬁlg the conduct and character of
mégnet schools is framed by concerns related to equity ahd'fairﬁess. Controlled
chpice arrangements such as magnet schools may be assessed in terms of the degree
to which they address the educational needs and interests of all students. A central
mechanism in this “test of equity” involves providing information that is both

accessible and understandable to all parents, and which allows parents (not just the

' _most sophisticated or well-educated) to make informed decisions about where their

children will go to school. The standard and acceptable measure of equity, then,
seeks to serve and benefit all students, regardless of racial, ethnic, or socio-economic

status (Glenn, McLaughlin & Salganik, 1993; Moore and Davenport, 1989).
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Information of this character advises parents regarding the supply of educational

. options, such as the content of specific programs, and is crnc'ial to the dernand side
of magnet school choice and the way'in which parents-exercise and express their
choices (Salganik & Carver, 1992).

Critics of school choice plans often pomt to the issue of access to information
as one of the major sources of inequity under magnet school programs. These
analysts suggest that economically disadvantaged families do not have adequate
access to information, may not be awa-re of their options for choice, and may not
have the formal and informal networks to learn about alternatives (Moore and
Davenport, 1989).

The major questions. concerning choice addressed in our next section include:
Who chooses magnet schools? Hew are choices made? What sources of
information do parents use When.ehoosirrg schools? How does social class position
inﬂuence the sdurce, nature and quality of information parents utilize m this |
context? How does neighborhood stability and isolation, limited access to
transportation and .civic organizations, and oceupations which disallow workplace
associations, impact low-income parents’ prirnary social networks? Our results
suggest that the context of parental decision making is complex and part of a social

- process influenced by salient properties of social class position. |
Who Chooses Magnet Schools?
Cincinnati’s magnet school parents, across both White and African-American

groups, have higher income levels than do parents in nonmagnet schools (see Table
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3). According to our surveys, over one-third of the magnet school parents have

" annual incomes-above $50,000, compared to just 18% of the nonmagnet school

NN

parents. Conversely, one-fourth of the magnet school parents have general
household incomes below $15,000, compared to 44% of the nonmagnet school
parents.’ Information obtained from principals about their schools indicate that, on

average, 49% of the students enrolled in magnet schools receive free or reduced

2 i

S farm s

lunch, compared to 80% of the students in nonmagnet schools (see Table 3).

| [Insert Table 3 Here]

~ Similar trends are evident in regard to the educational level of parents.

Parents in Cincinnati's magnet schools, across all racial groups, are more likely to

1 - have higher educational levels than their. counterparts in nonmagnet schools. For
; example, 21% of the magnet school parents in our survey are college graduates,
i compared to 12% of nonmagnet school parents; only 11% of the magnet school

SRS

ST

parents have not completed high school, compared to 27% of nonmagnet school

e
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parents. This trend is similar for both African-American parents and white

parents®.

Parents in Cincinnati magnet schools are more likely to be employed than are
parents in nonmagnet schools. In magnet schools, 13,"’/o.of the parénts indicate that
neither parent is employed (either fuil- or part-time); this unemployment rate is

double (26%) for nonrhagnet school parents. Among African-American parents in
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magnet schools, 17% indicate that neither parent is employed; compared to 29% in
nonmaénet schools; Among white parents in magnet schoolsl, 9% are unemployed,
compared to 23% of the White parenté in nonmagnet schools.

In general, similar patterns of enrollment are féund in St. Louis (see Table 3).
One-third of magﬁet school parents in St. Louis earn less than $15,000-annually.
This is in stark contrast to nonmagnet school parents--68% of whom earn below
$15,000. Nonmagnet school parents are also more likely to be unemployed.
Similarly, St. Louis magnet school parents are almost three times as likely to hold
college degrees when compare to non-magnet parents in St. Louis.

In summary, although the racialAcomposition of many magnet and
nonmagnet schools is similar, it is clear that magnet schools enroll studenté whose
parents are of higher .socio-ecoﬁomic status with regard té income, edlicat.ion, and
employment. Theée'differences are consistent for all racial groups.

. Our data support ﬁe concerns of many that worry that school choice can lead
to segregated public schools according to social class, and become the mechanism for
a "new improved sorting machine” (Moore and Davenport, 1989). These findings

are consistent with data from other districts across the U.S. For example, in a review
of five choice programs--Minnesota's Open Enrollment Option, San Antonio's
Independent School District's Multilingual program, Milwaukee's Voucher Plan
and two other privately funded choice programs, Mértinez, Thomas and Kemerer
(1994) conclude that parents who choose échools are ". . . better educated, have

higher incomes, and are less likely to be undéremployed than nonchoosing parents"
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(p- 679). In more recent studies, similar patterns have been found. For examlzle, in
Minnesota.l,- Tenbusch (1993) found that parents with more education were more \
aware of open enrollment options in Minnesota. Similarly, Archibald's (1996) study
of the Milwaukee magnet school program found that "clearly, m this district, there
is evidence that, other things equal, heighborhoodé with higher proportions of
college educatéd adults enroll more students in magnet schools" (p. 158). Our
findings are aléo consistent with the con;clusions of the Céi‘negie Foundation Report
(1992) that suggest that school choice seems to be an optibn for better educated and |
higher income families. | -
Although-a__larming, these findings are interpreted with less concern from

some researchers. For example, supporters of school choice plans claim that the

long term consequences of "white flight" and the loss of affluent pafents to private

. and suburban schools, offsets the co'nsequences of social class segregation (Rossell,

1990; Archibald, 1996). It is also suggested that we should not perpetuate the myth
that neighborhood assignment and busing result in equitable schools and thus,
school choice does not promote any more or any less inequality than mandétory
assignment. As Clark notes: "Behind thé bufeaucratic éfetense that comprehensive
schools are equal schools lies the unquestionable fact tinat millions of students from
poor and minority families living in poor neighborhoods are held éaptive in
schools that are nowhere near as good as those found in well-off neighborhoods" (p.
110). |

Explanations for this "creaming effect" include such issues as access to
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information, availability of transportation, and location of schools. It has been

“suggested that one avenue to help reduce social class differences in a system of

school choice is the availability of a complete system of information dissemination

“to encburage all parents to exercise choice. Our findings indicating differences in the

socio-economic status of magnet parents and nonmagnet parents underscore the
importance of applying a “test of equity.” This test requires that inf(-)rm.ation
regarding magnet schools is both accessiblé and understandable to all parents, and
allows parents (not just the most sophisticated or well-educated) to make informed
decisions about where their children will go to school (The Carnegie Foundation for
the Advancemer_lt_ of Teaching, 1992; Glenn, McLaughlin & Salganik, 1993; Office of
Educational Research and .Improvement, U.S. Department of Education, 1992).

These issues are addressed more fully in a later section in this paper.

Why Parents Choose

Why do parents Ci’lOOSE éltéfha-tives to theif neighborhood schools?
Empirical studies of various choice plahs, including research on magnet schools,
suggest a complex array of reasons (see, Goldring and Hausman, 1996). The
complexity séems to converge around a number of central questions: Do parents

choose for academic reasons or convenience reasons? Is convenience a proxy for

safety and for parents' familiarity with the neighborhood? Furthermore, do parents

choose alternatives to allow their éhil,dren to learn with others from "similar" or
"higher" social class backgrounds?

The Carnegie Foundation survey (1992) found that few parents, only 15%,
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cited acaciemic issues as their main reason for considering an alternative school for
their child. Similarly, a study of Minnesota's open enrollment plan reported that
only 20% of participating parents chose for academic reasons, while 40% of the
parents mentioned convenieﬁce as their main reason for choosing aﬁ alternative
school for their child (Mimesoté House of Representaéives, 1990). In contrast,

Fossey (1994) found that parents participating in Massachusetts' interdistrict choice

plan did not choose for convenience, but made"... rational decisions when

transferring their children out of their home communities, choosing districts with .
higher indicators of student performance and higher socioeconomic statug than the
districts they left" (p. 331). This view is supported by a recent study by Wells and
Crain (1997) of African-Amer_ican parents from the St. Louis city who chose to send
their children to subur.ba;n céunty schools. These parents perceived that the county
schools were better _thén the city schools. "Whether these pa'rénts and guardians are
completely accurate in their assessment of the quality of the country schools, the fact
that they cited resources and achievemenf-oriented factors, as opposed to the
proximity and familiarity factors cited by the parents of stude_;nts in the city schools,
makes an important statement..." (p. 206). |

Parents may make school choicés based on the social and racial makeup of the
student body. In case studies of three magnet schools, Metz (1986) reported that one
magnet school "...developed a long waiting list because many middle-class and
ambitious working -class parents sought a school Whére their childreﬁ would be

with the children of the highest social class and achievement level possible..." (p.
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208). In contrast,. Rosséll (1990) suggests that tc.> understand parents' choice making
as it pertéins to race and social class, it is important to explore the c’urriculﬁm of the
magnet schools as well as the racial makeup of the neighborﬂooc_i where. the magnet
schools are situated, and the racial composition of the schools themselves. In a
review of 20 magnet programs, Rossell (1990) found that "whiteé will transfer to
minority schools only if the districts put additional funds and a special curriculum
there" (p. 145). |
Anothe_r perspective suggests that parents do not choose schools as much as
they leave other schools behind. This view afgues that parents. participate in school
choice plans because they have a general sense of dissatisfaction with their previous
school. Witte, Bailey & Thorn (1993) found that parents who participa_ted in the

Milwaukee voucher experiment were very dissatisfied with their local public

- schools. In a review of choice plans, Martinez, Thomas and Kemerer (1994) reported

that parents who choose alternative schools are more dissatisfied with their
previous school than are parents who opted not to participate in. the choice plans.
This research is consistent with our findings frbm both the surveys and case
studiés. When we asked parents in our study to idenﬁfy the issues that were .
important to them in selecting a magnet school for their child, most reported the

academic reputation of the school, teaching style, and transportation (see Table 4).

[Insert Table 4 Hert_e]
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Satisfaction

Our data also clearly indicate that parents who are most dissatisfied‘ .w,ithr the
schools in their communities are rﬁost likely to choose magnet schools. -FOf
example, in St. Louis, 59% ef magnet school parents gave the scheols in their -
community a grade of C, D, or F. Furthermore, the data éuggest the higher the
income of the parents, the higher the level of dissatisfaction with public schools in
the community. Moreover, whites expressed more dissatisfaction with the
communitY's schools than African-Americans. Again in St. Louis, African-
Americans accounted for 75% magnet parents who rated the schools in the
community with an A, while whites in magnet schools accounted for 59% ef the
parents who gave the schools a grade of D or F. These findings are supported in a
study by Lee, Croninger, and Smith (1994) in their research on De_troit's interdistrict
choice plan where "they found "opinions about choice are driven by negative views
of the qualit‘-y.vof local schools” (p. 433).

Transportation

Without question, transportation is a major issue forbmany parents when
choosing a school (Clewel and Joy, 1990). Although public traﬁ5portatien is
provided by the school systems in both Cincinnati and St. Louis, many parents are
uneasy about using this means of transportaﬁen, due to safety concerns and the
length of time ;equired to ride on the bus each day. We asked pareﬂts if there were

~ public schools in the district that they did not consider due to transportation.

Fourteen percent of the parents in Cincinnati and 42% of the parents in St. Louis
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answered yes to this question. -Minority parenfs in both St. Louis and Cincinnati are

significantly more likely than white parents to indicate. that transportation is an

issue. White parents in magnet schools are the least likely to indicate that |

e e e
AR

transportation is a consideration in choosing a school (because, as indicated below,

A=

they are more likely to choose a school closer to their home). Additionally, and

perhaps predictably, lower income parents are more likely than upper income

T RERKEA Y

parents to be concerned about transportation.

AT RIS

Academic Reputation

Social class position seems to influence parent's reasons for choosing a

i
ST T L

magnet school. For instance, higher income parents in both St. Louis and

Fer LA

Cincinnati are sigﬁificantly more likely to choose schools because of the academic
reput;ation' of the school. For example, 74% of St. Louis parents with incomes over
-$50,000 indicated they chose a magnet school because of academi.c reputation,
| comparéd with 26% of léwer’ income parents. This finding sﬁpports reséarch by
Rossell (1990) that higher.income parents will choose urban magnet séhbols if they
perceive there is a "good" academic program for their children. | o 4
In magnet schools, race influences.some reasons for choice. Both white and p
African-American parents are equally likely to choose magﬁet schools because of i
academic reputation. Howéver, white parents in Cincinnati magnet schools, for "
exarﬁple, are significantly more likely to choose a magnet school because it is located l‘
near their home (50.7% white éompared to 15% Africén—,American);, -This finding is

- also supported by the Rossell (1990) study. She reported that the longer the bus ride,
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- the lower the percentage of the opposité race enrolled in the magnet school.

Accounting for racial segregation of housing, whites in Cincinnati are more likely to
attend magnet schools closer to their homés rather than choose a magnet school
that would'require a longer bus ride. .l

Together, these results paiht a complex pictufe of why parents choose magnet
s'chools, Parents seek good academic programs for their children, and are looking
for alternatives due to a certain level of dissatisfaction with 't'he'ot}.ler public schools.

Simultaneously, parents are keenly aware of the practical issues that confront them

. when o_:hodsing a school further aWay from their homes. Parents who afe upper-

middle class, who own their own cars, and have flexibility in their schedules, can

more readily avail themselves of a wide array of choices without concern or

dependence on the public system of busing. It would be a misinterpretatibn of our
data to suggest pa'rénts choose schoolsfor academic reasof\s or proximity or
con.w/enieﬁce. reaédns. Rather, our dlatavsﬁgge's't. that .p'arents 'choosé for academic and
convenience reasons.

How do Parents Choose?

Much of the theoretical underpinning for parental choice in education is
rooted in rational choice theory. Although rational choice théory is often termed
“economic” in its approach to human behavior (Becker, 1986), the theory emerged

from concepts in political science and is focused on individual decision making in a

" nonmarket system (Almond, 1990).

The core concepts in rational choice theory are individualism and interest

27

30



maximization. Individuals are viewed as rational decision makers who act out of
‘self-interest; they choose alternatives that provide the highest benefit based on
individual preferences (Ostrom & Ostrom, 1971). Accordingly, in the context of -
schooi choice, parents will rationally wéigh various educational options and
alternatives and .make choices that maximize their own goals. Rational choice
theory ,implie's &at “parents will reflect upon their values and the needs of their
children and will articulate their preconceived preferences regarding education. . .
apd, in doing so, will weigh costs and benefits” (Goldring & Shapira, 1993, pp. 397-
398). This notion of individualism is central to rational choice theory. Tversky and
Kahneman (1986) suggest that individuals utilize varying “decision frames” or

perspectives when they confront a choice. “The frame that a decision maker adopts

is controlled by the norms, habits and personal characteristics of the decision maker”

(p. 121).

Much of the fécent critique of rational choicel theory focuses on the failure to
take account of the social, political, and organizational contexts in which decisions
are made. A; Cibulka (1996) notes, “If preferences are determined in a social context,
utiiity maximization must be portrayed as a dynamic and fluid process” (p. 9). Othér
theorists have underscored the importance of expanding rational choice theory to
consider complex decision making contéxts that include more than the individual
decision maker. March (1986), for example, extends the notion of individual
rationality to.include those aspects that are highly embedded in specific social

contexts. This context in which individual decisions are made is influenced by a
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Anetwork of éoéial relationships with others. Coleman (1990) argues that when
individuals are faced Wiﬂ'/l irﬁportant decisions, “a rational actor will engage in a
search for information before de;iding” (p. 238). AsAthe _fa_tio'nal actor seeks
information s/he will confer with others and begin fo place trust in their
judgments. Therefore, when many people.are_making similar decisions at a similar
time, these iﬂdividuals begin to depend on one another for information and
judgment. Coleman suggests that these t.'ypes’of exchanges, geared toward satisfying
individual interests, lead to the formation of social relationships or social networks.
The exchange of information and judgments serves as a crucial basis for 'making
decisions, but also provides a social context for making these decisions. Coleman
concludes, “There is a broadly perpetrated fiction in modern society. . . This fiction is
that society consists of a set of independent individuals, each of whom acts to
aﬁeve goals that are independehﬂf arrived at” (p- 300). | Coleman'’s a‘nély_sis of

individuals sharing information and judgments to r'nak'ejdecisiohs in a context of

. social networks suggests that individuals do not act independently.

Sources of Information
The survey and interview data we collected from parents regarding sources of

information utilized in Cincinnati and St. Louis magnet schools indicate

. information access and collection patterns ranging from predictable and stable

sources to a more serendipitous or unguided search. Our surveys indicate that in

total, across all social classes, parents use social networks as the main source of

\

-information about school choice more often than they use information formally
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disseminated (see Table 5). For example, 57% of all parents in Cincinnati indicated
that they talked with friends, while only 10% utilized informational centers or
schools. Similarly, parents in St. -Louis rely upon friends when choosiﬁg a school.
Some parents in St. Louis also utilize official district in.formation,'such as
newsletters and information centers.

[Insert Table 5 Here]

Our survey research suggests that higher income families utilize a wider
array of resources more frequently than lower income families (see Table 6 and
Table 7). These findings are consistent with data from controlled choice programs in
Milwaukee (Archj_bald, 1988) and in Montclair, New Jersey (The Carnegie
Foundation f'or.the Advancement of Teaching, 1992), that indicate £hat income and
~ education are influeﬁtial elements in the context of parents’ ihfprmation collection
process. Higher iﬁcome families are more likely than lower income families to use
discussions with friends and teachers as soﬁrces of information; these parents are
also more likely to use school visits and achievement tests scores when they are
choosing a school for. their children. Although lower-income families also utilize
friendship networks in the process of school choice, they do so less frequently and at

lower rates.

[Insert Tables 6 & 7 Here]

Neighborhoods, Networks, and Knowledge

Consistent with our survey results and Coleman’s conceptualization of
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rational choice theory, the findings from the qualitative multiple-case studies

indicate that parents’ social networks play a central and fundamental role in the

s

source and type of 1nformat10n utlllzed in the context of choice. These networks

indicate the importance of information gathering and exchange when parents -

participate in choice decisions. These pervasive patterns of information .exchange

further shatter the myth of independent, isolated action in the context of decision |
making. (Coleman, 1990).

% | During extensive interviews with magnet school parents, there were repeated

4 .references to co-workers, kin, and in some cases, “the woman down the street,” as

b sources of information regarding the magnet program and specific magnet schools.
The “word-of-mouth” channel was underscored and distinguished from more
i deliberate district- and magnet school-level information dissemination activities,

N - such as mailings, meetings, and media outreach. As one magnet school parent

noted, “I know it gets into the paper, but unless that is something you are looking

i ' for, you don’t see it.” Although most parents reported that they are aware of district-
and school-level policies designed to provide accurate and accessible information to
-parents regarding magnet school choices, these sources are far less salient than
parents’ social and professional networks.
As this and other studies 1nd1cate the nature and function of parents
primary social networks is directly related to social class (see Lareau, 1989; Useem,
1991).. That is, the development and utilization of parents’ social networks are

linked to issues of occupation/employment status, neighborhood stability and
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iso'lation, and membership in recreation‘ and community organizations (Cochran,
1990; Cochran and Brassard, 1979; Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995) For example,
several parents noted that information regardlng the. magnet system was more
easily collected due to their own or a relative’s employment status in the school
district. Jacqui Adams, a Head Start director with a daughter enrolled in the math
and science magnet school in Cincinnati (MaSAC), noted:

The only reason that I know as much as I rio is not just because I'm a

concerned parent. There are a lot of concerned parents out there. The

only reason that I know is because I'm part of the (school) system. .
Jacqui’s network includes principalé, counselors, and school board members. She
described the benefit of this kind of “insider information:”

I can ask the kinds of questions to get the information that I need to

help me make informed decisions. That is the same thing I try to urge -

other people. If you don’t know what you want, then you need to talk

to people so that you are given the best information you can get and

make the best decision that you can with what information you have.

Another parent whose three children attend magnet schools in Cincinnati
' reported that he routinely “checks things out” with a co-worker at his satellite
television installation company; this co-worker also 'happens to be a school board
member. Verda Jackson, a senior executive at the Urban League, noted that she
talked to several people before enrolhng her son at MaSAC four years ago. She

recalled a specific conversation she had with a colleague at the Urban League.

32 .
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This person happened to be another parent, but also at the time she
happened to be the education director here. She has had a lot of
working relationships with different principals over the years, and is
well known at the Board of Education because she has worked on a
number of programs. I asked her about- the particular MaSAC program.

She knew both the principal at the school and the program.

Many of the magnet school parents in St. Louis utilized similar information
reoources related to workplace and kin networks. Although these parents are aware
of the district’s E%mphlets on magﬁet schoois and have read newspaper articles
about magnets, they sought the advicel-of kin and employees when, as one parent

put it, “we were stumped.” Terrell Jefferson, an electronics engineer and a father of

two children at Overbrook Basic Academy in St. Louis, explained:

When we first started, we talked to different people. There are a lot of
peoplé that we know who are in the school system here. We know |
someone who works for the board of education, so we alwayé_deal with
him. : 1 |
In seleoting the maghet school over their neighborhood school, the Jeffersons also
consulted with Terrell’é two cousins, both of Whom are teachers in a local school
district. |
Sevoral parénté noted the easy and convenient contact they enjoy with other

parents in the neighborhood whom they have known for a number of years; many
33
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of the children in the neighborhood are régular visitors to their l';ome. The
neighborhood éssociations, lc.)cal. playgrounds and swimming pools, and
community soccer teams provide a readily accessible channel for infbrmation
éxchange.with other mi&dle-class'parents regafdix;g magnét ;chool curriculum,
climates, racial composiﬁoh, and repﬁtation. The informatfon gathéred and shared
 among the social neMork ‘members is ﬁchly detailed, reliable, and relevant.

Terry Bloome, a full-time mother whose husband owns a landscaping
business, is a member of a, closely knit, stable, and predomiﬁantly ]ewish
neighborhood. She pointed to thé'tightl'y interwoven neighborhood networks,
iﬁcluding the regularity and predictability of soccer practices, as key resources.for
sharing information a]?gii‘t schools: |

We are real into ;sloc"c'er.v (These) are fhe kinds of parents that just talk

the whole ti;ﬁe du;in_g the soccér prgctiée...We are just always talking

| about the schools and wl-'la.t‘ évérybody is doﬁig about magnets.

Donna Murpﬁy, a production editor for a publishi.ng company, explained that she
knéw very little about school when her daughter turned six years old. She
consulted a neighbor: |

She is a teacher, so I trusted her judgement, even thqﬁgh I'm not close

to her or anything. The only time T talk to her is when we talk about

things like that, but I trust her judgement. I thought I was going to

send her to the neighborhood school ﬁntii I télked to that-woman

down the street.
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Donna also relies upon her kinship networks, which include a sister-in-law who is a
teacher in Cincinnati, and friends who are teachers in the area. This connection to
“insider information” provides a referral or “frame of reference” that renders a

manifest and measurable advantage to some parents. Donna explained:

I think that is why a lot of people stick with their neighborhood schools
because it is safe and they don’t know that maybe sending them somewhere

i else would be better. They don’t have that frame of reference. I'm glad I have

! that to influence my. decisions.

Shannelle Freeman, a youth counselor with the juvenile court, served on a local

advisory committee to the Cincinnati school board a few years ago. She noted that
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her unique experience and position paid an invaluable dividend in terms of access

sl

to and assessment of the information she gathered. As Shannelle described the

TR

- process:
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My numb.er one (Aissue) was that anything was better than my

neighborhood school. So my investigation was not hard for me since I

Lo geel s
TR SRS

was already a part of the system. A lot of parents lack (this) because
3 they don’t know what is out there. Itisnota matter.of beihg a bad

parent. It is a matter of not knowing what is available and then after

you find out what is available, not knowing how to critique it.
Occupations that provide broader contact with the public also provide opportunities
to tap into information sources that might otherwise not be available to parents.

Danetta Mitchell, a parent in St. Louis who is a beautician, learned about magnet
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schools for her daughter after several conversations with her customers. The
informatién gleaned from these discussions was crucial in seleéting a school, as she
explained:

One 6f my customers is a public séhool teacher. [ taikéd with her about

the international studies magnet. We have a lot of teachers that come

to the shop so 1 got to know a little about the magnet schools. One of

my cuétomers Works for the boafd of education and she brought me an

application, so I just sent.it in. . . Most of my friends and peol.ale I

associate with, we have children and théy know people and we always

talk.

Lower-Income Parents and the Procéss of School Choice

As a cbnsequence of the relationship between social class s.truchire

: (empio_yment, education, income) and social networks, the pool of resources from

which lower-income parents can draw to make decisions regarding school choice
programs may' be somewhat smaller than the one available to middle-class parents
(Smrekar, 1995). These constraints are particularly evident for parents who are not.
employed, never finished high school or attended college, and who live in
Cincinnati neighborhoods that are unstable and transient, unsafe_and isolated.'
These parents are far less likely to have friends or family members who work in the
school system. In the absence of the type of soéial networks that cah deliver relevant
and valuable information regarding magnet school options, app_licétions, and

deadlines, lower-income parents tend to “luck into” the system of school choice in
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Cincinnati.

Consider Anne Cooke, a mother of three who rents a small two-bedroom
apartment in a neighborhood about three .r_niles from the MaSAC campus. Anne is
unemployed and receives government assistance (AFDC--Aid to Families with
Dependent Chﬂdren). She was tinaware of the curricular focus of the Mafh—Science
Academy when ,;he enrolled her daughter two years ago. Anne opted for a magnet
school because her neighborhood school, “is in a terrible part of .towlm for a five year-
old.” So how did she hear about MaSAC? |

My niece went there three years ago.

Q.: What did you know about it before you sent your daughtér there?
Vl\.Tot a lot. Ijust felt it was a better neighborhood and a better school to
go to than where they would have had to go. |

Several of the other lower-income parents were similarly vague, unclear, or

" uninformed fegardirig magnet school options and the curricular focus of their

child’s school. Although some of these parents are employed, they tend to work in
occupations that disallow workplace associations, éither by structure or by design
(e.g., j.anitorial services, night shifts, etc.). Orleta Piérce, with two school-age sons,
has a GED and works the midnight-7 am shift in the housekeeping unit of a nursing
home. Although Orleta has lived in Cincinnati for almost 20 years, she said she
doesn’t know many people. In contrast to her rural hometo.wn in southerﬁ |
Kentucky, “You can’t get anyone up here to help you without wanting something

back.” She described her decision to select MaSAC two years ago:
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I used to be a school bus driver a.nd.I liked the way that they treated

their children after they got out. It wasn't rowdy} it Seemed like they

were more in contrbl. i |
Q.: Does the school emphasize something special?

It has somé special programs in there, but I don’t really know what

'MaSAC means. Iwould havé to ask... T tell you I fell in love with this
school.” I really liked it from being over there. (My son) doesn’t get in
fights. He comes home.

Another parent, .Mrs. Althea Robinspn, who is a public scho.ol' teaéher in
Cincinnati and has a son at Greenwood Paideia, provided a sketch of the parents )
with whom she has spoken about the magnet school program. Her view is
consistent with the images drawn by lower-income parents interviewéd for this
study. lThe naturé and quality of the information availableT to these families is’
markedly different an& distressingly inferior to that available to higher inc‘omle
families. As Althea explained:.

All they know is that is an alternative program that is better than the

alternative (a neighborhood school). They don’t really know what the

(magnet) program is about. They just wént their kid in one to keep

him out of trouble or to change his envir-onment, change his friends,

that type of thing. |
Chontelle Willis, a single parént of three children, wérks the night shift as a patient

care technician at a public hospital in St. Louis. Her son, Jamal, attends Overbook
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Basic Academyl What did Chontelle know about Overbrook at the time of her
decision to enroll lamal?

I didn’t know anything. I just read one of those papers where it says

the magnet programs and I filled it out. . . My little boy, he picked the

school. He is the first one that went. |
Q. Why do you think he picked that ohe?

Because it said academy. He thought that it probably was going to be a

military school and. he wanted to wear a uniform. |
Q. What do they have at Overbrook that is special?

I don’t know. I gl;eSs it is jhst the change of classrooms or something,

just the different: Way they teach. They make it more mterestmg than

the regular school

Although Chontelle is satlsfled W1th her choice of school, the context for this
dec1s1on md1cates something far less than an mformed oprmon or a general |
understanding of the options represented in the magnet school program. Our -
interviews with Chontelle and other lower-income families in the study suggest a
pattern of decision making in the context of little information or understanding
about the school choice. Indeed, when these parents were aéked what they knew
about their school at the time of their decision, almost all said, ”nothihg.” Even
when the curricular focus is distinctive and demands a Iaarticular learnirlg and
teaching style, such as the one at Greenwood Paidela in Cincinnati, parents may be

 less informed at least initially, than we assume.
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This pattern of information, knowledge, aﬁd networks in a context of school
chbi_ce supports earlier research that indicates the relative resource accounts of s;)cial
networks are directly related to members’ social structural position (Cochran, 1990;
Cochran & Brassard,-1979; Lareau, 1989). Although pérsonal choice shapes the |
pattern of all parents’ social networks, these choices tend to be far more constrained
for low-inéome 'fa'milies; higher income families are more likely to be members of
social networks which provide information on school processes and practices
(Lareau, 1989; Smrekar, 1993). In a comprehensive réview of pa.rent information
patterns in ten Massachusetts cities involveci in controlled choice plans, Glenn
(1993) con_cludes_: i

Urban environments include low-income parents, m.ino'rity parents,

non—Engiish speaking parents--groups in which many members have

neither automatic access to information about schools, nor knowledge

of channels for getting information... (p. 3)

District Information Dissemination

Withou;c social networks to provide richly detailed and accurate information,
lower-income families necessarily rely more heavily than do higher income
families on magnet school literature disseminated by the school district. Indeed, our
survey results indicate that low-income families utilize school vnewéletters at a -
hi.gl.'ter rate than do higher income families. Low income families are much less
likely to §isit schools than are higher income families when considering a magnet

- school for their children. Only 32% of the low-income parents in magnet schools in-
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St.-LouiS indicated that they visited the schools, compared to 58% of high income
parents. Similarly, in Cincinnati, higher income parents are twice as likely to visit
schoolé during the choice process than are low-income parenbts. How effective are
these materials in communicating to those families who rely on this resource for
information on magnet schools in Cincinnati and St. Louis? Are dissemination
strategies adeqﬁate to meet the needs of all families?

Both school districts provide information to pafents on their magnet school
programs. For example, the Cincinnati Public School District publishes a
comprehensive guide for parents that mcludés'one—page aescriptions of each school,
along with appli_c_gﬁohs, school addresses, and deadline information. A magnet.
school brochure is mailed to the home of every student enrolled in the CPSD for
whom the district has an address. In addition, the district regularly ac:ivértises on
the radié, television, and in the newspaper, with specific information to parents
regarding the magﬁet schdol option. Still; the parents surveyed and interviewed in
our study indicated that they utilize these resources at much lower rates than they
do their social nétworks. Three factors seem to influence this pattern of utilization:
the process of choosing, the source of information or “the messenger,” and the

quality of the information provided. Parents in Cincinnati observed that only those

_ families with reliable automobiles, chunks of discretionary time, and in some cases,

cellular telephones, are able to gain entry to the most popular magnet programs
under these admissions arrangements. For those parents who are unfamiliar with

the language of schooling and are intimidated by “the messenger,” targeted outreach
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designed to reach hard-to-contact parents should nbt be an option, it is should be a
requirement in all magnet systems. The source and quality of information should
not constitute an obstacle for participation among a certain disenfranchised se-gment_
of the school populaﬁon.
Policy Implications

The insights offered by the parents we interviewed for this study outline a set
bf policy imperatives for educational leaders and policy makers. They demand that
the architeéts and managers of magfyet school systems attend to the important |
differences in parents’ capacities to maximize choice decisions and to participate:
effectively and st;.ategically in the process of choosing school options. The findings
from magnet school programs in Cincinnati and St. Louis speak directly to
differences among parenté in their process of choosing, their source of information,
énd the quaiity of information available to parents.

First, we 1tAaélieVe that the process of choosing-s'chools ina éystem with
magnets would bé enhanced under a mandatory selection system which elevates the

option of choice to an affirmative decision or obligation. Evidence drawn from the

“health care sector provides dramatic documentation of the positive effect of -

mandatory decision making on the type, quality, and availability of information and

on the “culture of choice” (Ball, 1993). _ |
Second, we contend that the “test of equity” is pe;ﬁaps no more relevant than

in the area of the quality of information available to parents regarding school choice

options (see the Office of Educational Research and Improvement, U.S. Department
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of Education, 1992). The literacy and native language of parents are a paramount

: cohcern, as well as ‘outlets for the dissemination of information that take account of

formal and informal communication channels within various ethnic communities.

Parent infofmation centers (PICs) like those egfablished in the Cambridge,

Massachusetts, controlled choice program may provide a partial solution to the

concern around issues of equity. There are more than 20 PICs in Boston and

Cambridge and each one featﬁreé:

0 a convenient location near public transportation;

o three or four multiculturally repfesentative staff/counselors on duty

o materia_1§ about local pﬁblic schools; and maps showing their locations

o office hours that include evenings
The research indicafés that PICs have been instrumental in providing information
that is reliable, accurate, and accessible to disadvantaged and minority parents
(Glenn, McLaughlin & Salganik, 1993). As Cookson (1994) notes: “Parent
information centers are community resourcés that bring schools and families
together and act as benign brokers of educational choice. Without investments in
these centers, the process of school cholice becomes chaotic, uninformed, and
potentially destructive to children” (pp- 136).4

Although parent information centers respond to some of the equity concerns
related to the source and quality of information available to parents, our research
findin;gs argue for albroader strategy, one that “taps into” the lines of trust and

communication already established by existing social networks and community-
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based organizations, including civic and labor groups, and religious and volunteer
organizations. As 'Pefcronio (1996) notes in her reseérch on contrQlled choice Vin
Cambridge, Massachusetts, parents rely heavily upon social networks even in an
en‘vironment in which the PIC program is well organized and well known. Thus, a
sfra’tégy dependent upon parent information centefé is of rather limited value. The
Cambridge findings as well as our data from Cincinnati and St. Louis underséore the
importance of connecting with parents’ social networks in order to expand channels
of communication and information exchange in an environment that is considered
by participants to be trusfworthy and reliable. The information should be
disseminated in p_}acés where parents live and do business--in grocery stores,

community health centers, doctors’ offices, gas stations, laundromats, churches and

temples, and public housing offices. Also, the information dissemination strategy - -

should include a targeted outreach to those families most difficult to reach,
including the most socially and residentially isolated. A diffuse information
dissemination campaign guided by persons with clout and credibility who are
indigenous to the community would signal a critical .degree of understanding and
‘supporlt to maintain a system of school choice dedicated to equity as well as to
excellence.
Conclusion

The issue of equity is a stinging reminder of an ideal overwhelmed by

multiple goals and competing values--desegregation, parental choice, and school

improirer'nent. We amplify the significance of these competing interests at this
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particular time in the history of school desegregation because of the shiftiﬁg legal

and political climate that privileges private choices over a compelling state interest

~ in promoting diversity. In a recent series of major federal court rulings [see

Capacchione v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education (1999); Eisenberg v.

Montgomery County Public Schools (1999); Tuttle v. Arlington Couniy School

- Board (1999);_We$sman v. Gittens (1999)], school district: efforts to maintain

‘admission policies that are designed to promote and to ensure racial diversity in

magnet or alternativé schools, have been repudiated. The 1971 U.S. Supreme
Court’s landmark ruling in Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg that authorized school
officials to take race into account in admission policies in order “to prepare students
fo live in a pluralistic society” now appegré M¢1¢§mt -- subordinated to private

privileges and rights subsumed under the f’équal3protection” clause of the

Fourteenth Amendment. Under. the new rules and precedent established in a 1995

Supreme Court ruling ( in a case that.invpl'ved.a federal program that awarded é
percentage of construction contracts to minority owned construction companies; see
Adarand), race conscious programs that involve “racial balaﬁcing” strategies are
constifutionally suspect are are subject to “strict scrutiny.” This elevated
éonstitutional bar inclucies a two-pronged test that compels districts to prove that
their racial classification scheme “furthers a compelling state interest” and is
;’nafrowly tailored” (see Adarand, 115 S. Ct. At 2113)). In other words, unless school
districts are currently under court order to remedy the effects of past racial

discrimination in their systems ( a compelling state interest), magnet school
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admission pdliciés must be race neutral. Weighted or separate lotteries designed to‘
yield racially diverse student populations that mirror the racial gréup averages for
_the entire school district are now construed to be unfair because such policies may
deny sf)ecial benefits (e.g., the unique curriculum offered by a magnet school
program) to students based solely on their race (see Capacchione v. Charlotte-
Mecklenburg ). In one of the most recent and historically significant rulings, the
District Courf judge in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg case wrote that he “accepts that
children may derive bénefits from encounters with students from different races. . .
“but that in race conscious magnet school admissions programs, ”c_hil.dren are n-c>';
viewed as individual students but as cogs in a social experimentation machine.”
The Su’Preme Coﬁ_rt has yet to rule on whether or not promoting diversity
constitutes a compelling state interest. Lower federal courts have éhnply side-
stepped the issue by “assuming” that Promotmg diversity in schools “may be a
compelling state interest” without so ruling (with the exception of Hopwood v.
State of Texas in which the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals rejected diversity as a
-compelling state interest in a law school aamissions policy that involved racial
preferences fof ethnic minorities).

The recent court ruling in Boston Latin School (Wessman v. Gittens) case
perhaps provides some insight on the shifting legal and political climate on racial
diversity and the implications of this new era for magnet school policies. In
rejecting the long held commitment to diversity in student admissions policies at

Boston Latin, the First Circuit Court of Appeals wrote: “. . . the potential for harmful
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consequences prevents us from succumbing to gobd intentions. The Policsr is, at
bottom, a mechanism for racial balancing -- and placing our imprimatur on racial
balancing risks setting a precedent that is both dapgerous_tp our democratic ideals
and almost aiways constitutionally forbidden.” With a chorus of big city mayors,
from Austin and Seattle, to Boston and Nashville, calling for a return to
”neighborhood ébhoéls,” there is strong suggestion that the ideal of diversity may be
subjugated to an jdeal of unencumbered choice and parental privilege in public
education. Against this backdrop, the issue of social class diversity and isolation
becomes even more paramount. as underscored by the most recent report by the .
Harvard Project on School Desegregation. In addition to providing new
information on increasingly seg'regafce-dAschool systems across the nation, the |
Harvard group (1997) writes that “the racial and ethnic segregation of African
' American and Latino students has produced a deepening isolation from middle
class studeﬁts and from successful s&ools” (p- 1). In general, racial segregation in
neighborhoods goes hand-in-hand with social class isolation. The consequences are

devastating for students and discouraging for those committed to educational

equality.
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Table1

Specified and Obtained Deségfégation Goals from Magnet School Assistance

Program
Specified Obtained
Reduce Isolation - 85% ' . 44%
: (529) (228)
Eliminate Isolation 2% 33%
' (12) 9)
Prevent Isolation _ 13% 73%
82y | . . (60)
Total . . 100%  47%
(615) (292)

Adépted from L. Steél and M. Eaton (196). Reducing, El.i'minating,-and Preventing
Minority isolation in American Schools. U.S. Department of Education.
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Table 2

The Enrollment of African American Students in Different Types of St. Louis Pubhc

: Schools
f Percentage _‘ Number of Students |
' Magnet Schools 15.0% 6,646
Interdistrict Transfer 28.5% o 12,593
¥ [[Program
- Integrated Neighborhood |159% 7,009
Schools -
Non-Integrated " 140.6% : 17,915
Neighborhood Schools |
Total - 100.0% 44,163

Source: Report from the Civic Progress Task Force on Desegregation of the St. Louis
Public School System, Park I, December [Department of Justice Exhibit No. 90,

Liddell v. Board of Education, E.D.Mo. No. 72- 100 (c)(6) filed March 1996}[“Civic
Progress Report”].
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Table 3

Summary of Socio-Economic Status of Parents in Cincinnati and St. Louis

St. Louis

Cincinnati
Magnet Nonmagnet § Magnet |Integrated | Non-Integrated
A Nonmagnet | Nonmagnet

Income Levels 24.9% 43.7% 32.2% 67.5% 62.7%

Below $15,000 '
{}

Educational Levels :
College Degree 21.2% 11.9% 22.4% 7.5% 11.3%
Graduate Degree 18% 7% 11% 2.7% 4%

Free Lunch S ' | :

Qualified for Free Lunch 49% 80% 71% 95% . 97%

Family Structure _ .

Married 63% 44.5% 55% 26.5% 21.3%"
Single, Never Married 9.7% | 204%. 13% 33.2% © 43.6%
Both Parents Unemployed § 12.6% | 25.7% § 11.3% 38.2% 39.8%

Self Reports From Parent Surveys. (See Endnote 1) -
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Table 4

Parents' Reasons for Choosing a Magnet School (Percentage of Respondents)

Reason for Choice: Cincinnati St. Louis
Academic Reputation 72.0 62.0
Teaching Style . 64.7 53.9
Transportation 50.7 . 426 %
[[Teachers - - 40.9 33.1
Near Home 32.5 18.6
Racial/Ethnic Mix - 444 _ 36.3
School Shares lValues 42.7 31.7
Parent Involvement ' 39.5 23.2
Discipline .. 37.8 30.9 .
Safety o " 311 - 28.6
Another Child at School 350 | 188
Principal 32.9 23.0
Individual Help _ 29.0 39.8
Special Programs 322 48.9
Like the Neighborhood 19.2 - 194
Near Child Care , _ 0.7 1.0
Child's Friends : ' : - 14.0 9.8
Smaller Class Size ) 14.7 28.0
Special Needs Services 8.0 - 217
Near Job- 8.0 _ 4.6
Before/After Care ' 1.4 0.4

. = ]
—_————————————— i

Self Reports From Parent Survey
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Table 5

Information Used by Magnet Parents when Choosing a School . (Percentage of

Respondents) i
Source of Information . . Cincinnati St. Louis
Talks with Teachers . 38.7 42.0
Talks with Friends . | 56.7 - 434
Their Fifth Grade Child 1 - 358 49.7
Other Child's Experience _ 29.9 20.0
Other Family Members 19.5 16.6
School Newsletter | 9.0 31.5
|| Informational Meetings 16.3 13.5
Radio, TV, Newspaper ' | 3.5 _ 10.7
Visit to Schools SR , - 44.5 38.0
Informational Center ' _ 99 23.3
Achievement Test Scores ' : - 294 16.8

Self Reports From Parent Survéy
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Table 6

Sources of Information Used by Magnet Parents by Income -- Cincinnati

INCOME
Low -Medium Medium . High
<14,999 <24,999 High +50,000
, <49,999

Talks with Teachers* 32.1 28.3 43.8 45.0
Talks with Friends* 46.4 51.7 66.3 60.0
Your Fifth Grader 31.0 35.0 36.3 39.2
Other Child's Experience 22.6 23.3 .- 31.3 | 375
Othef Family Members ' 19.0 16.7 26.3 16.7
School Newsletter 13.1 8.3 . 6.3 8.3
Informational Meetings 15.5 6.7 - 16.3 21.7
Radio, TV, Newspapers = | 48 0.0 3.8 4.2
Visit'To Schools* . 274 - 26.7 51.3 . 60.8
Informational Center 8.3 5.0 ' 13.8 10.8
Achievement Test Scores* 19.0 183 31.3 40.8

*p<.05

(Percentages are parents from the income group using a partlcular source of
information.)

53

56




Table 7

Sources of Information Used by Magnet Parents by Income -- 5t. Louis

INCOME )
Low ‘Medium | Medium High
<14,999 <24,999 |High +50,000 -
| : <49,999
Talks with Teachers® 35.3 33.0 511 53.8
Talks with Friends 38.1 369 51.9_ 48.1
Your Fifth Grade* 42.4 40.‘8 58.5 63.5
Other Child's Experienéé 18.0 194 20.7 25.0
|Other Family Members 18.7 16.5 14.1 17.3
School Newsletter - 33.1 33.0 31.9 23.1
Informational Meetings 10.1 11.7 17.0 17.3 J
Radio, TV, Newspaper 7.2 8.7 14.8 13.5 JI
Visit To Schools* 31.7 311 422 577 ||
Informational Center 19.4 24.3 23.7 30.8 “
Achievement Test Scores* 15.1 9.7 20.7 25.0 “

- *p<.05

™ (Percentages are parents from the income group using a particular source of

information.)

54

57



.Endnotes
1. This section of the paper is adapted from our recently published book: School

Choice in Urban America (1999), New York: Teachers College Press. -

2. Schools were chosen to participate in the study based on the following criteria: '1)
the participating school included a fourth and a fifth grade and; 2) the fourth grade
was not the entry grade. These criteria were selected to increase the likelihood that
each school Would have a relatively substantial population of fifth-grade students
who had been enrolled in the school for more than one year prior to the fall of 1993
(or the 1993-94 school year) and whose parents or guardians would therefore be
relatively familiar With the school

" To reduce p0551b1e response bias, the initial sample frame was further
screened, based on information prowded by the central office, and schools were
eliminated based on the followmg additional criteria:

° Fourth- and fifth-grade classes assigned to the school were not actually
attending that school in the 1992-93 or 1993-94. school year, for any
reason, such as redistricting or renovation projects. |

° ' The school was a receiver of students reassigned for the same kinds of
reasons, such as renovation or closure of their zoned school.

° The school added or dropped a program W1thin a two-year period prior
to the 1993-94 school year, resulting in a substantial change in the

composition of the student body.
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Out of 54.schools in the Cincinnati sample frame, 20 were selected for -
inclusion in the final study sample--10 magnet schools and ‘10 nonmagnet schools.
In addition, magnéts t_hat were not full, or dedicaféd,(w_ere eliminated from the -

sample. .(That is, schools-within-schools were excluded, as were magnets composed

of a mixture of zoned and choice students). As a result, 17 schools were eliminated.

Next, of the 15‘magnets remaining, 5 were eliminated on the basis éf information
provided by the céntral office (during the late summer of 1993) that raised the
pdssibility of significant response bias at these schools, such as major programmatic
changes. This anﬁouncement generated significant negative parental reaction to the -
proposed changes at these schools. Thus, these five schools‘ were ruled out of the
final sample, leaving ten magnets in the sample. Also, one of the ten remaining
frtagnets in the sample dropped out of the study during the school year. Thus, the
final magnet sample contained nihe schools, inciuding two Montessori magﬁets,
two Paideia magnetsA, three schools with a foreign language ti'leme, one.
"fundamental academy" (emphasizing traditional curficular themes aﬁd
instructional approaches), and one school having a mathematics and science
curricular emphasis. |

| Twenty-two nonmagnet schools were included in the Cincinnati sample
frame. Of these, ten were selected for the final study sample by pair-matching them
with the ten selected magnet schools on the basis of the racial composition of the

student body (using percent African American).

In St. Louis, the initial sample frame included 66 schools. Five were excluded
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because fourth énd fifth graders were not actﬁally in attendance, and four were
exclucied because they received large numbers of reassigned studénts, leaving an
adjusted Sample frame of 57 échools. Of thése, 26 were selected for inciuéion in the
~ study.

Magnet schools.: Ail ten elementary magnet schools in the St. Louis sample
frame were selééted. Non-integrated schools, Eight of 36 non-integrated schools

were randomly selected for inclusion in the study. Integrated schools: Ten of the 11

integrated schools in the sample frame were initially selected by pair-matching them -
on racial balance (using total percent African American) with the 10 St. Louis
magnet schools. 1n the study sémple. The principal of one of the schools selected
declinea'to participafe, citing the excessive paperwork that would be involved with
both this .projec.t‘and the school's selection for p‘articipation-in a mandatory - |
statewide assessment program that was about to begin. The one remaining
integrated nénmégnet school was then chosen to make up the sample.' HOWevér,
after the first series of meetings with principals in early September 1993, two more
schools had to be dropped from the sample. Therefore, eight integrated nonmagnet
schools femained in the final study s-ainple. . |
Data Collection |
An anonymous questionnaire was distributed to .'all fifth-grade parents and to
all non-administrative certified staff in each school in the sample. Teacher
questionnaires were distributed either in their school mailbéxes or during a faculty

meeting.
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The response rafé in Cincinnati was 62.1% (N=730) for the parent

~ questionnaire and 67.6% (N=417) for the teacher questionhaire. The percentages of
responses from African Américan and white parents 'erm nonmagnet and magnet
schools were equal. The response rate in St. Loufs was 67.4% (N=953) for parents
and 70l.6°/o (N=553) for-teachers. |

Qualitative Multiple-Case Studies

This paper also includes qualitative case studies of four magnet schools (one
Paideia gnd one math—science magnet in St. Louis and two Basic Academy magnet
schools in Cincinnati), which focus on the context of school choice, the nature of
school communities, and patterns of family-school interactions. Semi-structu;ed
interviews were conducted with the principal, counselor, and teachers (including a
cros_s--slectio'n from Abo'th lower and upper primary levels) at.each of the four sites.
Interviews were also conducted With 12-14 sets of parénts from eéch of three schools
(two in Cincinnati and one in St. Louis). Parents were selected randomly from a
stratified sample across race'(two categories: African American and white) and
social class (as indicated by eligibility for the federal free lunch program). School
records and parent data cards provided demographic information indicating parents’
race, occupation, and éity address. This information was used to select a sample of
parents consisfent with the socio-economic and racial c-omposition of the total |
population of school families.

IﬁtewieWs with school staff were conducted at the school site; parents were

interviewed in their homes. The interview sessions lasted an average of 90
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minutes. All interviews were audio-taped, with participants’ permission, and
transcribed verbatim. In addition to interviews, an array of school documents
(including brochures, énrollment applications, letters, newslefters, handbooks, and

meeting minutes) was collected and analyzed.

3. Under the provisions of a 1983 Federal court order, the St. Louis City Public
School District operates an interdistrict voluntary transfer program with 16
participating suburbaﬁ districts which includes magnet schools in the city.. The
interdistrict choice program allows parents tb choose between schools inside the

district and some schools outside the district in order to promote racial balance.
4. All names used in the paper are pseudonyms.

5. Among African-American parents in the Cincinnati magnet schools, 34% have

_ incomé levels beiow $15,000, compared to 54% in nonmagnet schools; 29% of
African-American parents in magnet schoois have incomes above $50,000,
compared to 11% in nonmagnet sch.odis. Similar trénds are evident for white
parents: 17% of white parents in ‘mag_net schools have a household income below
$15,000, compared with 33% in nonmagnet schools; 36% of whitelparents in magnet

schools have incomes above $50,000, compared with 23% in nonmagnet schools.
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6. In the Cincinnati magnet schools, among African-American parents, 20% are
college graduates and 14% hold graduate degrees; in nohinagnet schools, 15% are
college graduates and 6n1y 1% hold graduate degreés. Among white parents in

magnet schools, 23% are college graduates, compared to 9% of the white parents in

nonmagnets.
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