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ABSTRACT 

School choice is a long-standing tradition in the United States.  New to the options 

available to K-12 parents are full-time virtual schools, and this option is an even more recent 

development for Grades K-6 parents.  Very little research exists on why parents are choosing 

full-time virtual education for their school-aged children, and almost no research exists on why 

parents of younger children (Grades K-6) are choosing this option.  This descriptive, exploratory 

study sought to answer the following research questions: (1) What factors led parents to enroll 

their elementary students in a full-time cyber school? (2) Were these factors attributable to 

positive (“pull” factor) characteristics of the cyber school in which the child was enrolling, or 

were the factors attributable to negative (“push” factor) characteristics of the school the child 

was leaving? (3) Do the factors identified by parents vary by parents’ race/ethnicity, educational 

levels, or income levels?  An online survey was used to collect data from parents of the Michigan 

Great Lakes Virtual Academy in 2015.  This study suggests that parents of Grades K-6 students 

chose full-time cyber learning for children due to pull factors related to MGLVA (Michigan 

Great Lakes Virtual Academy).  Specifically, parents seemed most interested in being able to 

individualize education for their children and being able to instill their values in their children by 

educating them at home.  Emphases on teaching the basics and on teacher quality were also 

important factors for parents.  Attention should also be given to the several factors (bullying, 

Special Education/504 Plans, teacher attributes, and quality curriculum) that parents took extra 

effort to mention in the open-ended response items.  Implications for practice, future research, 

and policy are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

Background 

   Research has shown that parent involvement is a key factor leading to increased student 

achievement (Fan & Chen, 2001).  There are many ways for parents to be involved in their 

child’s education, and one of these ways is through a deliberate choice of which school the child 

will attend versus the more common de facto method of sending their child to the school district 

of residence.  Publicly-funded choice options for parents have expanded significantly in the past 

20 years or so, and many parents are able to explicitly choose their child’s school from among 

the following choice options:  charter schools, magnet schools, inter-district choice, intra-district 

choice, tax credits, and vouchers.  Fundamental to any choice program is the ability of parents to 

choose where to send their child to a school outside the parents’ resident district boundary.  

However, some areas of the country have given parents little or no opportunity to choose.  That 

is, until now.  Added in just the past few years to the list of choice options above are cyber 

schools.  With very few limitations, cyber schools provide a choice option to literally all parents 

regardless of where they live. 

   Cyber education continues to grow in popularity at all education levels, from kindergarten 

through graduate school.  As of May 2013, there were 311 virtual schools in the United States 

that enrolled Grades K-12 students in full-time cyber learning.  As of November 2013, the 

District of Columbia and 39 states had 310,000 students in Grades K-12 enrolled in full-time 

cyber learning (Cavanagh, 2013).  These numbers include only publicly funded students; 

however, many of these virtual schools are operated or managed by private for-profit 

corporations.  K12 Inc. has the most schools in operation and the most students enrolled.  In 
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2011-2012, K12 Inc. operated 58 full-time virtual schools, with an enrollment of almost 77,000 

students.  The second largest for-profit corporation, Pearson-owned Connections Academies had 

21 schools and more than 27,000 students enrolled in the 2010-2011 school year.  Less than one-

half of the full-time cyber K-12 public school students are enrolled in Grades K-6 (Molnar et al., 

2013).   

  There are various types of publicly funded, full-time cyber schools.  One type is charter 

schools as in the case of K12 Inc. and Pearson.  These cyber charters have their own separate 

boards of education, and these boards hire management companies like K12 Inc. or Pearson to 

run and operate the schools.  There are also traditional public schools that operate a separate 

program, school, or building code through which they offer full-time cyber learning 

opportunities in addition to the traditional brick-and-mortar opportunities.  Furthermore, some of 

these virtual schools can enroll students statewide, while some are limited geographically by 

various laws, rules, and regulations.   

  In Michigan at the close of the 2012-2013 school year, there were only two cyber schools 

that could enroll students in all Grades K-12 from anywhere in the state.  These schools began 

operation in the fall of 2010 for the 2010-2011 school year.  Both of these statewide cyber 

charter schools were operated by the two aforementioned for-profit corporations:  K12, Inc. and 

Pearson.  These two schools each had a statutory enrollment limit of 1,000 students.  

Additionally, by the 2011-2012 school year there were six other known virtual schools that could 

enroll students in all Grades K-12, but these schools had geographical limits within which they 

could enroll students.  These virtual schools could not enroll statewide.  Five of these six virtual 

schools were operated by local public school districts, and one was operated by a public regional 

educational service agency.  Combined, these virtual schools could enroll no more than 1,000 
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elementary students according to Michigan Department of Education regulations. 

  In 2012, a new law was passed that raised the number of statewide cyber charter schools 

to 15 over three years, and it increased the enrollment cap to 10,000 students per school.  

However, the combined number of students enrolled in all of these statewide cyber charter 

schools cannot exceed 2% of the public school student population or about 35,000 students.  All 

cyber charter schools of this type are allowed to enroll students statewide in all Grades K-12.  As 

of the 2013-2014 school year, there were five new statewide cyber charters in addition to the 

original two as a result of the aforementioned legislation, and with the existing six (five local 

districts and one regional service agency) regional virtual schools, Michigan had a total of 13 

publicly-funded cyber schools that could enroll elementary students (Michigan Department of 

Education, 2015). 

   A key element in the cyber school laws affecting all cyber schools in Michigan is that  

computer and Internet access must be provided to every student who needs one.  As a result, 

access is truly universal to all Michigan students regardless of geography, socioeconomic status 

(SES), or other factors that normally limit school choice.  As such, the demographics of the 

parents, the demographics of the students who are enrolled, as well as the reasons for choosing 

full-time online learning were interesting to compare to extant research. 

Statement of the Problem 

  School choice in general, and specifically parental factors in determining school choice, 

has been quite widely researched over the past several decades.  However, the differing types of 

research methods have generally led to differing results.  “Response” researchers (Armor & 

Peiser, 1998; Jochim, DeArmond, Gross, & Lake, 2014; Kleitz, Weiher, Tedin, & Matland, 

2000; Schneider, Marschall, Teske, & Roch, 1998; Smrekar, 2009; Vanourek, Manno, & Finn, 
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1998) have collected new data directly from parent responses and have generally found that 

academic factors and school quality are the top factors that parents state for school choice.  

Meanwhile, researchers who have used an “observed” methodology that looks to existing data to 

deduce the factors influencing parent choice have generally found that school demographics are 

the number one factor (Glazerman, 1998; Hastings, Kane, & Staiger, 2006; Henig, 1990; 

Saporito, 2003; Saporito & Lareau, 1999; Schneider & Buckley, 2002; Weiher & Tedin, 2002) 

  When it comes to full-time asynchronous cyber education at any K-12 grade level, 

parental choice factors has limited research.  Adding to this newness—just a few years old—is 

the availability of full-time cyber learning for elementary-aged students.  Given the growth in 

asynchronous cyber learning in general, and the fact that it has moved down to include the 

kindergarten level, educators would do well to ask why parents are selecting this form of 

education for their elementary-aged children.  As such, to this researcher’s knowledge, there are 

only two existing studies (Klein & Poplin, 2008; Marsh, Carr-Chellman, & Sockman, 2009) of 

parental choice as it relates to full-time elementary cyber education.  However, one of these 

studies was a qualitative study (Marsh et al., 2009) with just seven mothers, which greatly limits 

the generalizability of the results.  The other study (Klein & Poplin, 2008) was a quantitative 

design utilizing surveys; and while its results may be more generalizable, the study is 

nonetheless seven years old.  Clearly, a distinct gap exists in the research for parental choice 

factors relating to elementary cyber schools. 

Purpose 

   The purpose of this quantitative survey research was to explore the factors that parents 

consider when choosing full time cyber learning for their children’s elementary school 

experience. 
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Research Questions 

   Specifically, this study attempted to answer the following research questions: 

1. What factors led parents to enroll their elementary students in a full-time cyber      

school? 

2. Were these factors attributable to positive (“pull” factor) characteristics of the cyber 

school in which the child was enrolling , or were the factors attributable to negative 

(“push” factor) characteristics of the school the child was leaving? 

3.  Do the factors identified by parents vary by parents’ race/ethnicity, educational levels, 

or income levels? 

Significance 

   Why is finding the answers to these questions important?  First, public school officials 

should be interested in the reasons parents are leaving traditional public schools and more 

established choice options and choosing cyber education.  Is there a deficiency, or “push” (See 

Definition of Terms) in the existing public school options that administrators can cost-effectively 

address in order to retain these students?  Is there something positive, or a “pull”  (See Definition 

of Terms) about the cyber schools that is causing parents to leave existing public school models 

that administrators can cost-effectively incorporate into their schools in order to retain these 

students?  Second, those interested in operating cyber schools and recruiting students should find 

the results of this study informative in guiding their marketing and recruiting efforts.  Third, 

policy makers (federal, state, and local), as well as leaders of traditional and cyber schools, can 

utilize this information to help predict future demand for cyber learning.   

   A final caveat that makes this study unique and of value is that one of the schools from 
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which the parent population of this study is drawn is a statewide cyber school.  Literally any and 

every parent in the entire state of Michigan has this option available to them.  As a result, the 

demographics of the parents who chose this option and the factors they considered are all 

noteworthy additions to the education literature knowledge base. 

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

   This research project was guided by theory, specifically market theory.  Bast and Walberg 

(2004) go into considerable depth to explain that “markets harmonize the interests of people with 

different expectations and knowledge . . . . Plainly, there is no uniform right answer for all 

children” (p. 433).  Bast and Walberg’s (2004) market theory sentiments seem to explain the 

harmonizing of technology with the varied interests of conservative, moderate, and liberal 

legislators, with the interests of public school officials and bureaucrats, with the interests of 

corporations like K12, Inc. and Pearson, and with the interests of a wide variety of parents who 

wish to educate their children at home in a cyber school.  Though there may be no uniform right 

answer for all children, this research project explored common factors that parents surveyed 

shares to see where the harmonizing of parents’ differing interests and expectations materialize. 

   This research project was further guided by Stein, Goldring, and Cravens (2009) who 

identified “pull” versus “push” constructs that proved useful for understanding the factors 

influencing parents in making school choice.  A pull factor is a positive attribute of the parents’ 

school of choice that strongly influenced their decision.  An example of a pull factor might be 

low pupil-to-teacher ratios in core academic subjects.  A push factor is something undesirable in 

the school the parent/child left.  An example of a push factor is an unsafe or undisciplined 

environment in the child’s classroom or school.  At the outset of this research, it was theorized 

that both push and pull factors are important determining factors in parental choice.  The push 
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versus pull concept guided the literature review, was instrumental in conducting the survey 

instrument, and was an important distinction in analyzing the data. 

Design and Methodology 

   The purpose of this research was to explore the factors that parents consider when 

choosing a full time cyber learning experience for their children’s elementary school experience.  

After reviewing research designs (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Bryant, 2004; Gay, Mills, & 

Airasian, 2012), a determination was made that a quantitative design would yield a rich 

information base for this exploratory study into the factors that influence parents’ decisions to 

enroll their Grades K-6 students in full-time virtual learning from home.  It was further 

determined this study would be a descriptive study that utilized an online questionnaire 

containing both forced-choice and open-ended response items.   

   The development of the online questionnaire began with an extensive review of the 

literature on parental factors relating to school choice.  Next, guidelines for constructing a 

questionnaire were obtained from two books (Harris, 2014; Saris & Gallhofer, 2007).  Both of 

these survey experts stressed the need for a valid and reliable instrument.  A preliminary version 

of the questionnaire was shared with Dr. Barbara Strobert, Faculty Associate, Seton Hall 

University, Department of Education Leadership, Management, and Policy, who provided 

feedback on the questionnaire.  Based on feedback from Dr. Strobert, a more specific forced-

choice item was added that addressed location as a factor.  The questionnaire was then field 

tested with 10 parents in the Manistee, Michigan, community who were not part of the 

population or involved in the study.  No changes were made after the field test. 

   The online questionnaire, titled “Survey of Choice Factors Influencing Parents’ Decisions 

to Enroll Their Child in an Online Program” (Appendix A), in the form of a hyperlink, along 
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with directions and the required information per the SHU Institutional Review Board for Human 

Subjects Research, was written by the researcher and emailed (Appendix B) to the MGLVA  

(Michigan Great Lakes Virtual Academy) administrative assistant.  The MGLVA administrative 

assistant then emailed the questionnaire hyperlink and accompanying information to all parents 

of all Grades K-6 students who were enrolled in the MGLVA for the 2014-2015 school year.  

Parents were specifically instructed to fill out the questionnaire for the youngest child enrolled in 

the MGLVA if the parent had more than one child enrolled in the MGLVA. 

   The primary statistical procedures used in analyzing the quantitative data collected were 

descriptive in nature.  The analyses of the data involved the creation of tables and graphic 

portrayals of the data using descriptive statistics.  Tables and graphs were created to summarize 

the sample characteristics in terms of race/ethnicity, educational levels, and income levels.  

Subsequently, tables and graphs were created showing the factors identified as most important by 

the total sample population, as well as tables and graphs showing disaggregated results by the 

respondents’ race/ethnicity, educational levels, and income levels. 

   Because open-ended response items were utilized, an inductive open-coding approach to 

data analysis was used on these data.  The data were analyzed for trends, patterns, categories, 

and/or themes as they related to the research questions. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

  As was discussed previously in Chapter 1 and further expounded upon in Chapter 2, there 

were distinct differences in the findings of response research versus observed research.  This 

study was limited in that it utilized a survey, which is a type of response research.  More 

specifically, it may have been limited by “social desirability” (See Definition of Terms.), which 

is a concern of most response research. 
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   This research project was also limited in that only parents of Grades K-6 students from 

one school (Michigan Great Lakes Virtual Academy) in one state (Michigan) were surveyed. 

Definition of Terms 

   For the purpose of this study, the following terms are defined as such. 

   Cyber Learning, Cyber Education, Virtual Learning, Virtual Education.  Asynchronous 

education that relies heavily or solely on technology, where the student works from home and 

does not attend a public school building.  However, the student is assigned to a highly qualified, 

certified elementary teacher(s), and regular communication takes place between teacher and 

student. 

  Parent.  The parent, guardian, or any other adult who is responsible for the well-being of 

the child and was the adult responsible for making the school choice decision for the child.   

  Post Hoc Data.  Factors in the open-ended response items that parents stated were 

important to them prior to making a choice decision; however, the information the parents stated 

could only have come after they had made the decision and the child was enrolled and attending 

MGLVA. 

  Pull Factor.  A positive characteristic about a school that strongly influences a parent to 

select that particular school.  This factor “pulls” the parent toward selecting the school. 

  Push Factor.  A negative or undesirable characteristic that strongly influences a parent to 

leave a particular school for another school.  This factor “pushes” the parent out of the current 

school. 

  Observed Research.  This category of research refers to quantitative designs and 

methodologies that are used to analyze existing data to deduce the factors that parents find 

important in choosing a school.  In observed research, the data already exists in the form of 
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school choice applications, district or state databases, or other types of existing data.  In an 

observed choice study, a parent would have no reason to suspect the choice of a school for their 

child would at some point in the future provide data to a school choice researcher. 

  Response Research.  This category of research refers to methodologies through which 

new information is gathered directly from parents via surveys, interviews, etc., and it includes 

both quantitative and qualitative designs and methods.  It would be well-understood by the 

parent that information is being gathered about what the parent believes to be important factors 

in selecting a school for his or her child.  

  Social Desirability.  A threat to validity in response research caused by survey or 

interview respondents answering (i.e., representing themselves) in ways that shed a more 

favorable light on the respondent but are not necessarily true or the most true response. 

Summary 

   This chapter began with an overview of cyber schools, a review of their recent growth and 

current status in Michigan, and a discussion about parents of children in grades as early as 

kindergarten choosing this experience for their child’s education.  Next, facts regarding the 

minimal amount of extant research into choice factors of parents choosing cyber learning, and in 

particular elementary cyber learning, were discussed.  The research questions were posed next, 

along with a discussion of the significance of the research.  A brief explanation of the theoretical 

and conceptual framework that guided the study was given.  The chapter then concluded with a 

discussion of the methods utilized, the limitations and delimitations, and definition of terms. 
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CHAPTER 2   

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Organization of Chapter 2 

   This literature review builds the framework for understanding factors that parents 

consider when choosing an elementary, public, full-time cyber school for their child.  This 

review is organized into four sections.  The first part of the chapter presents a brief overview of 

the mechanics of the literature review search process.  The next section deepens the discussion 

begun in Chapter 1 on the theoretical and conceptual framework of school choice utilized in this 

study.  The third section is an extensive review of the empirical studies of various parent factors 

influencing school choice.  The final section is a discussion of the limitations and delimitations 

of the empirical findings.   

Mechanics of the Literature Review Search Process 

   The following search engines were used to identify and access relevant studies:  Google 

Scholar (including “cited by” and “related articles” features), Google, and the multiple and 

varied database search engines available through Seton Hall University.  Additionally, the 

reference lists contained in published studies were used to identify relevant articles. 

   The following is a list of the key words and phrases used in the aforementioned search 

engines to identify possible studies to be included in Chapter 2: parent(al) choice, parent(al) 

choice factors, parent(al) choice reasons, school choice determinants, school choice parent 

attitudes, school choice preferences, home school(ing) motivations, home school(ing) parent, and 

home school(ing) choice.  To clarify, “parent” and “parental” were both searched separately in 

the list above as was “home school” and “home schooling.”  Furthermore, both “home school” 

and “homeschool” and their derivatives were searched. 
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   The literature review was narrowed to studies that were published in 1995 or later.  The 

data for some of the included studies were collected prior to 1995; however, the publication date 

of 1995 was used as the cutoff point for the oldest study cited.  This 20-year period, 1995-2015, 

roughly coincides with the beginning of the charter school movement in 1992 (Huffington Post, 

2012) and the founding of the first statewide virtual school, Florida Virtual School, in 1997 

(Florida Virtual School, 2015).  This same 20-year period also encompasses the three 

generations (baby boomers, Generation X, and millennials) who might currently have children 

enrolled in the Michigan Great Lakes Virtual Academy and be part of this current research 

project.   

   The research is further narrowed in that only studies based in the United States were 

reviewed.  While there are, no doubt, similarities between parents and educational systems in 

different countries, there are also differences. 

   The final parameter applied was that the literature review included only choice studies in 

public school settings and homeschools.  Some of the included studies did include private school 

parents as part of an overall choice study, but the large majority of subjects in these studies were 

public school parents.  These public school settings included traditional public schools, magnet 

schools, charter schools, and cyber schools.  As attending a full-time cyber school from home in 

many ways resembles homeschooling in general, it was determined to include homeschool 

choice research.  This review specifically excluded studies that focused solely on the various 

types of private school choice, except as mentioned above when private school parents were a 

minority in a large school choice study.  The reasoning behind this is that private school choice is 

unlike all of the aforementioned school choice options in that attending a private school (1) 

generally requires the outlay of significant tuition and (2) many private schools are parochial 
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schools.  While there are, no doubt, similarities between parents in private schools and the 

aforementioned school choice options, there are also differences.   

   In the end, applying the aforementioned parameters provided a plethora of quality, peer-

reviewed studies for this project. 

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

Market Theory 

   This research project was guided by theory, specifically market theory and even more 

specifically three phenomena related to market theory.  First, parents are the best choosers of 

their children’s education, and the school choice option parents believe to be best for their 

children varies from child to child and parent to parent.  Bast and Walberg (2004), regarding the 

multitude of educational options available to parents for their children, state, “There is no 

uniform right answer for all children” (p. 433).  Because there is no uniform “right” school 

option for all children, Bast and Walberg (2004) contend that parents have the most knowledge 

of their own child, love their own child the most, want what is best for him or her, and in the end 

are the best choosers of schools for their own child.   

   Second, parents often face obstacles to participating in school choice.  For example, the 

closest public school option for a parent who lives on the shores of Lake Superior in Grand 

Marais, Michigan (resident district is Burt Township Schools), is in Newberry, Michigan.  This 

drive would be over one hour in each direction, and a much, much longer drive in one of the 

Upper Peninsula's legendary snowstorms that can occur anytime from October to May.  Or take, 

for example, a low-socioeconomic status (SES) parent in a distressed City of Detroit 

neighborhood.  The zoned neighborhood public school may be unacceptable, yet it may be too 

far for the child to walk or too unsafe for the child to take public transportation to the nearest 
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charter school.  Given the parent’s low SES, a private school is not a feasible option.  The parent 

simply may not possess the resources to get the child to a different and more acceptable school in 

a safe manner.  This is why some school choice critics have argued that school choice will result 

in social fragmentation and in a two-tiered education system (Gewirtz, Ball, & Bowe, 1995; 

Fuller, Elmore, & Orfield, 1996).  It is further asserted that such a two-tiered system favors the 

middle class with more economic, social, and cultural capital to capitalize on choice (Ball, 2003). 

   Third, in contrast to the school choice critics above, market theory suggests that a robust 

school choice system will create competition among public schools for student enrollment.  This 

competition will in turn make schools more responsive to the needs and wants of students and 

parents, and it will lead to a higher quality education (Belfield & Levin, 2002).  According to 

Bast and Walberg (2004): 

Markets harmonize the interests of people with different expectations and knowledge, not 

mythical and identical rational utility maximizers.  The subjectivity of values means 

markets not only allocate scarce resources among competing purposes, but also enable 

their participants to discover and create values, a process integral to other freedoms to 

act, form judgments, make choices, and think (p. 433). 

   It is market theory that explains how these three phenomena converge to lead to the 

creation of a statewide cyber charter school that is literally universally accessible to every child 

in the entire state of Michigan.  It was the open education market created by the Michigan 

Legislature and governor that allowed for the creation of the Michigan Great Lakes Virtual 

Academy and other statewide cyber charter schools.  It is market theory that explains how 

schools like MGLVA can “harmonize the interests” of, and address the obstacles faced by, 

parents from the remote, rural areas of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula to a distressed urban 
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neighborhood in inner-city Detroit.  It is market theory that presumes that schools like the 

MGLVA will make existing schools more responsive to students’ and parents’ needs and, if 

schools do not respond, give these parents a quality option for their children.  It is through the 

market theory lens, in conjunction with the push and pull constructs described immediately 

below, that the factors that lead parents to choose this option for their elementary-aged children 

were reviewed.  

Push Versus Pull Factors 

   Stein et al. (2009) identified “pull” versus “push” constructs that prove useful for 

understanding the factors influencing parents in making school choice decisions.  A pull factor is 

a positive characteristic about a school that strongly influences a parent to select that particular 

school.  Examples of pull factors might be low pupil-to-teacher ratios in core academic subjects 

or a foreign language immersion program that enticed the parent to enroll his or her child in that 

particular school.  A push factor is something undesirable in the school the parent and child left.  

Examples of push factors are an unsafe or undisciplined environment in the child’s classroom or 

school or poor teacher quality.  It was theorized in this research project that both push and pull 

factors are important determining factors in parental choice.  The literature review provided 

numerous examples of both push and pull factors that were measured in this project’s survey. 

   From a policy perspective, this push versus pull distinction was an important one to tease 

from the data in this research project.  Specifically, are parents choosing cyber education for 

their elementary-aged children due to real or perceived shortcomings at the school their child 

previously attended or in their zoned school if a kindergartener?  Are these shortcomings 

something that these exited schools can address?  Or, is there something about the pull of cyber 

education that is so strong it is pulling parents away from other quality options?  Again, from a 
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policy perspective the answers to these questions are important.  

Empirical Research 

   Table 1 provides a comprehensive analysis of extant research in summary form.  In 

reading the extant research for this project, this researcher found nothing similar to Table 1; 

therefore, it is believed that Table 1 makes a significant contribution to the existing literature 

base.  The following pages of Chapter 2 are based on what is contained in Table 1.
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Table 1  
 
Literature Review Summary  
 

Author(s) Major Findings Method School 

Type Grade Demographics Academic-related 

factor defined Theory 

Adzima (2014) Higher academic performance, higher per pupil expenditures, 

and higher student attendance rates all lead to longer waitlists. 
Observed; 

waitlist data C K-12 86 charter schools; cyber 

charter data not included 

Pennsylvania System 

of School Assessment 

in Reading & Math 
ND* 

Armor & Peiser 

(1998) 
High standards (80%+), Curriculum (75%+), Facilities (60%+), 

Safety (55%+). Percentage of parents citing as major reason. 

Response; 

structured 

interview 
TP K-12 

Massachusetts interdistrict 

choice; 309 parents in 10 

districts 

10th-grade 

standardized Reading 

& Math scores 
Market 

Bell (2009a) 
Holistic (69%), Academic (58%), Social (33%). The preceding 3 

constructs are synthesized by Bell from 102 different reasons 

given by parents. 

Response; 3 

interviews over 

9 mos 

TP, C, 

M, P, 

HS 

6th & 

9th 

Urban & suburban; 48 

families; 45 mothers, 3 

fathers, 67% Black, 27% 

White, 4% Hispanic 

NCLB AYP or if 

private whether 

"accredited" 

Rational choice, 

Bounded 

rationality theory 

Bell (2009b) Parents preferred convenient schools but also strongly 

considered school and neighborhood factors. 

Response; 3 

interviews over 

9 mos 

TP, C, 

M, P 
6th or 

9th 

City of Detroit; 36 

families, 30 female, 4 

male, 2 couples; subset of 

Bell (2009a) 

NCLB AYP or if 

private whether 

"accredited" 
ND* 

Bielick (2008) 

Concern about school environment (88%), Desire to provide 

religious or moral instruction (83%), Dissatisfied with 

academics at previous/other schools (73%) - percentage stating 

whether particular reasons for homeschooling applied to them. 

Desire to provide religious or moral instruction (36%), Concern 

about school environment (21%); Dissatisfied with academics at 

previous/other schools (17%) - percentage indicating this was 

the most important reason. 

Response; 

interviews HS K-12 Nationwide; 290 parents of 

homeschool students ND* ND* 

Bielick et al. (2001) 
Can give better education at home (49%), Religious reasons 

(38%), and Poor learning environment at school (25%). Coded 

from open-ended responses. 

Response; 

open-ended 

responses 
HS K-12 

275 parents of homeschool 

students; 75% White, 10% 

Black, 9% Hispanic 
ND* ND* 

Butler et al. (2013) Race and Academics are not factors, and Distance is a factor. 
Observed; 

NCES ECLS-

K 

TP, C, 

M, P 5th Nationally representative 

of 10,100 students' data 

State standardized test 

scores for Reading & 

Math 

Utility- 

maximizing 

household 

Cowen Institute 

(2011) 

Parents stated school’s academic performance (95%), Faculty 

and staff (94%), Safety and discipline policies (92%), and 

Availability of special academic programs (71%) were “very 

important” or extremely important to them in choosing a school. 

72% of Black parents and 91% of low-income parents said 

transportation was very important or extremely important. 

Response; 

telephone 

survey 
TP, C ND* 

New Orleans; 349 parents, 

28% White, 70% Black, 

2% Other 
ND* ND* 

Cowen Institute Reputation was most important. Proximity was important as Response; TP, C, PK-12 New Orleans; 9 different ND* **Rational choice 
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(2013) were other factors that varied by individual circumstance, 

including many who cited "academics." Parents defined quality 

schools as more than high test scores. 

focus groups R, P focus groups, 81 parents, 

5% White, 86% Black, 2% 

Hispanic 

Dahlquist et al. 

(2006) 

Religious reasons (26% + 46% = 72%), Desire for family 

closeness (8% + 64% = 72%), Unhappy with socialization in 

schools (13% + 58% = 71%), Hands-on teaching/learning (11% 

+ 60% = 71%). First % listed is "primary" reason and second % 

is "secondary" reason. 

Response; 

forced-choice 

survey 
HS ND* 

600 Minnesota home 

educators; no ethnicity 

provided 
ND* ND* 

Fields-Smith et al. 

(2009) 

Do a better job at home (no % given), Religious reasons (88%), 

Inequities, prejudice, discrimination, or racism in public and 

private schools (79%). 

Response; 

qualitative; 

phenomenologi

cal; surveys, 

interviews, 

focus groups 

HS ND* 
Southeastern city; 24 

Black home educators, 17 

had BA degree or higher 
ND* 

Family 

Involvement 

Research, 

socioecological, 

parental role 

construction 

Garcia (2008) 

Students of all races at elementary and high school, other than 

Hispanics, enroll in charters with a high percentage of similar 

race. This is more pronounced at elementary level. Factors other 

than race not studied. 

Observed; 

statewide 

database 
C 2 - 9 

14,676 Arizona charter 

choosers; 55% White, 7% 

Black, 23% Hispanic, 9% 

Native 

SAT9 & Aprenda2 ND* 

Glazerman (1998) 

Parents preferred schools that were racially similarity and were 

closer to home. Specifically concluded that academics were not 

a factor. Only 1st of 3 possible parent choice schools was 

analyzed. 

Observed; 

kindergarten 

preference 

forms 

TP K 

Minneapolis Public 

Schools; 881 families, 50 

elementary schools, "on-

time" choosers 

CAT composite scores **Utility 

maximizing 

Green, & Hoover- 

Dempsey (2007) 

Parents chose to homeschool not because of "push" factors, but 

because they believe they should play an active role in their 

children’s education, believe they have the ability to help their 

child succeed in school learning, and perceive that contextual 

factors in their lives make involvement or homeschooling 

possible. 

Response; 6-pt 

Likert scale HS ND* 
Southeastern state; 136 

parents of homeschool 

students 95% White 
ND* ND* 

Hanushek et al. 

(2007) 

A lower AEIS rating means more parents exit a given school, 

charter or public. As value-added measure goes up the 

probability of exiting a charter goes down, and a traditional 

public school with a lower value-added score does not see an 

exit effect. 

Observed; 

Texas Schools 

Project 

database 

TP, C 4 - 8 

Texas; 4 cohorts of 

students each representing 

200,000 students, 3,000 

public schools, & 200 

charter schools 

TAAS Reading & 

Math, AEIS rating Market 

Harris & Larsen 

(2015) 

Increasing the SPS by the equivalent of one letter grade on the 

A-F scale increases the odds of a school being top-ranked by 

about 30 percent. Increasing driving distance by one mile 

reduces the odds of ranking a school highest by about 40 

percent. The lowest-income families with elementary-age 

children have weaker preferences for SPS. The indirect costs 

also affect their choices more: they rank higher those schools 

with free after-school care and extended days, and they rank the 

nearest school higher than the highest income groups. 

Observed; 

OneApp 

ranking data 
ND* K-12 New Orleans School Performance 

Score 
**Utility 

maximizing 

Hastings et al. (2005) Parents valued proximity to school. As income increases so does Observed; TP, M 4 - 8 Charlotte-Mecklenburg North Carolina End of **Utility 
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preference for higher school test scores. Higher achieving 

students prefer schools with higher test scores. 
parent choice 

request forms 
Public School District; 

36,816 parent forms; 43% 

White, 43% Black 

Grade Exams in math 

and reading 
maximizing 

Hastings & Weinstein 

(2008) 

Providing school test scores resulted in more parents choosing 

higher scoring school. Parents needed to have a high achieving 

school nearby to choose it. 

Observed; 

parent choice 

forms, natural 

& field 

experiment 

TP ND* 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg 

Public School District; 

more likely to be Black 

and low-SES 

North Carolina End of 

Grade Exams in math 

and reading 

**Utility 

maximizing 

Hausman & Goldring 

(2000) 

Academics (mean = .40), Values (mean = .39), Discipline/Safety 

(mean = .31). Scale 0 to 1. Items received a binary code 1 - 

relevant, 0 - not relevant. Reported values are means. There 

were 4 constructs with 4 variables each. 

Response; 

Anon Surveys M 5th 

Two urban districts; 1220 

parents, 18 elementary 

schools, equal 

representation of 4 income 

brackets, no ethnic info 

provided 

ND* ND* 

 

Haynes et al. (2010) 

Academic Factors (W=2.75/B=2.60/L=2.83), Safety 

(W=2.52/B=2.70/L=2.57), School Environment Factors 

(W=1.99/B=1.94), Convenience (L=2.12). Ranked factors 1 to 4. 

Score by White (W), Black (B), & Latino (L). 

Response; 

Phone survey 

w/ open-ended 

items 

M PS, K, 

5, 7, 9 
Nashville; 95 White, 40 

Black, 15 Latino ND* ND* 

Henig (1996) 

Whites (Younger staff = .65; Foreign language = .58; % 

Minority = -.57) whereas Minorities (Foreign language = .64; 

Teacher/aide ratio = .60; Younger staff = .58). Bivariate 

correlation coefficients. Race mattered for both Whites and 

Minorities - Whites avoid minorities and Minorities seek schools 

with more minorities. 

Observed; 

choice 

applications 
M, TP Elem. 

Montgomery County, MD; 

450 parent request forms; 

1,000+ parent surveys 
CAT score Market 

Jacobs (2013) 
Parents prefer their neighborhood charter school (proximity), 

academics are not significant factors, and parents specifically do 

not choose based on racial make-up, but on proximity. 

Observed; 

public info 

from D. C. 

Charter School 

BOE 

C ND* 

Washington, D. C.; 11,343 

students, 74 different 

charter schools, 90% 

Black, 2% White, 8% 

Latino 

DC-CAS Reading & 

Math 

Utility 

maximizing 

theory, Proximity 

theory 

Jochim et al. (2014) 

Depending on the city, 64-80% of all parents said "Quality of 

Academics" was most important, as did 46-65% of parents w/ 

HS diploma or less and 72-88% of parents with BA or higher. 

Based on a ranking of only three factors: academics, location, 

and safety. 

Response; 

phone 

interview 

TP, M, 

C K-12 

8 major US cities; 500 

parents in each city, large 

variance in demographics 

between parents by city, 

choosers and non-choosers 

ND* ND* 

Klein & Poplin 

(2008) 

Reasons for homeschooling included increased academic 

opportunities (4.54), embrace high expectations/excellence in 

learning (4.52), safe environment (4.50), instill moral values 

(4.48), individualization (4.41), strengthen family bonds (4.34), 

flexible scheduling (4.15). Reasons for CAVA included tuition 

free materials/resources (4.55), home instruction w/ more control 

(4.42), individualization (4.41). On a 5-point Likert scale. Based 

on open-ended questions: Quality curriculum (61%), Structured 

program (50%), Negative public school experiences (47%). 

Response; 

online survey, 

open-ended 

items 

VS K-7 

California: 6 California 

Virtual Academies, 146 

surveys, 30% color, 70% 

white, 94% had some 

college w/ almost 60% 

having a college degree, 

143 mothers, 3 fathers, 

90% married 

"increased academic 

opportunities" ND* 
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Kleitz et al. (2000) 

Education quality (W=94%, B=96%, L=95%), Class size 

(W=88%, B=86%, L=86%), Safety (W=62%, B=74%, L=80%), 

Location (W=52%, B=70%, L=78%). Percentage ranking it 

"important" or "very important" by White (W), Black (B), & 

Latino (L). Similar rankings based on income levels. 

Response; 

phone 

interview 
C ND* 

1,100 White, Black, 

Hispanic, L/M/H-Income. 

Results weighted to reflect 

actual enrollment. 

"Education quality" ND* 

Lee et al. (1996) Safety (5.11), Supports my values (4.80), Academic reputation 

(4.79), Wide variety of courses (4.36). Scale 1 to 7. 
Response; 

interview ND* ND* 

Metro Detroit; 710 

respondents in 45 public 

districts, 77% White, 20% 

Black, 4% Other 

MEAP Reading & 

Math, graduation rates **Market 

Marsh et al. (2009) 
1 - "Online charters can customize for my child’s needs"; 2 - "I 

can try this without financial risk and with some possible 

rewards"; 3 - "I have hope and with it I can change the world" 

Response; 

semi-

structured 

interview 

VS K-5 

Pennsylvania; 7 female 

parents, all previous home- 

schooling parents, no other 

demographic info 

ND* ND* 

Noel et al. (2013) 

Concern about school environment (91%), Provide moral 

instruction (77%), Dissatisfied with academics at previous/other 

schools (74%), Provide religious instruction (64%) - percentage 

stating "whether particular reasons for homeschooling their 

children applied to them." Concern about school environment 

(25%), Provide religious or moral instruction (21%), Dissatisfied 

with academics at previous/other schools (19%) - percent stating 

factor was "most important." 

Response; 

mailed 

questionnaire 
HS K-12 Nationwide; 68% White, 

8% Black, 15% Hispanic ND* ND* 

Princiotta et al. 

(2004) 

Concern about school environment (85%), Provide religious or 

moral instruction (72%), Dissatisfied with academics at 

previous/other schools (68%) - percentage stating "whether 

particular reasons for homeschooling their children applied to 

them." Concern about school environment (31%), Provide 

religious or moral instruction (30%), Dissatisfied with academics 

at previous/other schools (16%) - percentage stating factor was 

"most important." 

Response; 

telephone 

survey 
HS K-12 

Nationwide; 239 parents of 

homeschool students, 77% 

White, 9% Black, 5% 

Hispanic 

ND* ND* 

Saporito (2003) 

Whites avoid schools with non-whites, All students avoid 

schools with low achievement, and Race is not a factor for 

minorities, As standardized scores rise, fewer students exit 

neighborhood schools. 

Observed; 

magnet school 

applications 
M 8 Philadelphia; 10,922 

records 

Students’ percentile 

rankings from a 

customized 

standardized test 

Out-group 

avoidance 

Saporito & Lareau 

(1999) 

White families make decisions based on race (adjusted R-sq = 

.92), No tendency for Blacks to leave schools with higher 

percentages of Blacks or Whites, For Whites introducing other 

factors (academics, school safety, etc.) actually reduces adjusted 

R-sq to .90. Interview data supported aforementioned observed 

data. 

Both. 

Observed; 

school choice 

applications. 

Response; 

semi-

structured 

interviews. 

TP 9 

Northeastern urban district; 

approximately 2,400 8th-

graders selecting one of 22 

comp. high schools 

SAT Math & Verbal 
First- & Second-

order decision 

process 
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Schneider & Buckley 

(2002) 

Student body make-up (29%), Location (23%), Test scores 

(18%). Percentage of "hits" on website. Researchers admit that 

percents could be affected by parents' prior knowledge of 

schools. 

Observed; 

Internet search 

data 
TP, C K - 12 

Washington, D. C.; 

approximately 1,250 

parents, parents not 

representative of D. C. as 

they were more highly 

educated 

SAT-9 

Tversky's 

elimination-by-

aspects model, 

lexicographic 

decision rule, 

satisficing 

Schneider et al. 

(1998) 

Blacks & H.S. grads rank test scores higher. Whites & higher 

education levels rank values higher. Minority and lower 

education levels rank discipline higher than do Whites and high 

education levels. Less than 1% rank race important. Rank scale 

of 11 factors. 

Response; 

telephone 

interview 
TP, M K-8 

Inner NYC and suburban 

NJ; 1,582 parents, choice 

and non-choice, public and 

private school families 

Standardized Math & 

Reading tests ND* 

Smrekar (2009) 
Teacher quality, safety, and school location - specifically termed 

"pull" factors. Magnet school parents applied due to pull of 

magnet school and the push of cross-town busing,. 

Response; 

semi-

structured 

interview 

TP, M 3, 4, 6, 

7 Nashville, TN ND* ND* 

Smrekar & Goldring 

(1999) 

Academic Reputation (72%/62%), Teaching Style (65%/54%), 

Transportation (51%/43%), Racial/Ethnic Mix (44%/36%). 

Percentage of parents in Cincinnati/St. Louis who reported one 

of 21 factor as important in their choice. Large SES and 

demographic differences. Strong push factor from TP school in 

both cities. 

Response; 

anon 

questionnaire 
TP, M 5 

St. Louis; 10 magnet 

schools, 953 parents. 

Cincinnati; 9 magnet 

schools, 730 parents. 

ND* 
Rational choice, 

Institutional, 

Market 

Stein et al. (2009) 
Academics (63%) cited as #1 factor in surveys; however, 

observed data show equal number of students moving to higher 

and lower performing schools. 

Both. 

Response; 

survey. 

Observed; 

NWEA & 

AYP data. 

C ND* Indianapolis, 2,493 

parents, 15 charters NWEA tests and AYP **Rational choice 

Tedin & Weiher 

(2004) 

Test scores first priority for all three race groups, Test scores 

first even when same race is only 10% of school population, and 

Racial diversity is actually a plus. Did not find that Whites chose 

white schools. 

Observed; 

experimental, 

hypothetical 

choices 

TP, C K-12 

Dallas Independent School 

District; 1,920 families, 

fairly equal percent White, 

Hispanic, and Black 

"Test scores" were 

fictitious as this was an 

experiment 
ND* 

Teske et al. (2007) 

Survey: Academic quality (45%), Curriculum or thematic focus 

(19%) and Location/convenience (11%). Percentage selecting #1 

of 10 ranked factors. 40% of parents were trying to Match school 

to child's giftedness. Denver focus group results: Choices were 

not driven by test scores. Safety, Matching school to child's 

strengths, Transportation, and Teacher quality were most 

important. 

Response; 

telephone 

interviews, 

Denver focus 

groups 

TP, 

PA, P, 

C 
K-12 

800 low to moderate 

income in Milwaukee 

(300), Washington, D.C. 

(300), Denver (200), all 

parents were choosers, all 

had income below $50k; 

90% women; 19% Private, 

14% Charter, 11% Public 

Alternative, 56% Public 

ND* ND* 
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VanderHoff (2008) 

Academic effectiveness is primary determining factor, Schools 

that stress academics in mission statement have 75% longer 

waitlists, and Increases in a school's percentage of poor or 

minority students has no significant effect 

Observed; 

waitlist data 

from New 

Jersey School 

Report Card 

C K-12 

New Jersey; 42 charter 

schools, 80% Black & 

Hispanic, 60% 

free/reduced lunch 

Average of all 4th & 

8th grade standardized 

test scores 
ND* 

 

Vanourek et al. 

(1998) 

Small size of charter school (53/54/58/53), higher standards at 

charter school (44/48/51/46), program closer to my educational 

philosophy (37/48/60/44), parent involvement (46/46/38/46), 

better teachers (45/39/40/42, and location (42/21/13/30). Percent 

low, middle, upper income citing factor as a reason for choosing 

school for oldest child. 

Response; 

survey C ND* 

9 states; 2,978 parents, 30 

schools, 6% - 54% White, 

12% - 80% Black, 4% - 

46% Hispanic 

ND* ND* 

Villavicencio (2013) 

Chosen school meets academic and non-academic needs of my 

child, 11 of 12 parents (grades 6-12) from one charter identified 

push factors as most important, 10 of 12 parents (K-6) from the 

other charter school identified pull factors. Push and pull factors 

not identified and/or ranked. 

Response; 

semi-structured 

interview 
C K-12 

NYC; total of 24 parents; 2 

charter schools, mainly 

Black, Hispanic, and 

Asian, with less than 2% 

White 

ND* 
Bounded 

rationality, choice 

sets 

Wanzer et al. (2008) 

Small pull factor for chosen school's academics (R-sq. = .042), 

Quite small push factor for exited school's academics (R-sq. = 

.019), Distance to the magnet school mattered little, but farthest 

school was only 3.2 miles away, and Race was not a factor 

Both. 

Observed; 

interdistrict 

magnet school 

application 

data. Response; 

open-ended 

questions. 

M Elem. 

Hartford, Conn; 6 magnet 

schools, 73% - 96% 

minority, mainly Black & 

Hispanic, 2,573 applicants 

totaling 4,187 applications, 

36 parent interviews for 

qualitative 

"school quality" 

defined as scores on 

Connecticut Mastery 

Test 

ND* 

Weiher & Tedin 

(2002) 

60.6% of the sample pick high test scores as one of the three 

most important factors in choosing a charter school, yet the vast 

majority transfer their children into charter schools with 

demonstrably worse performance on the state achievement test 

than the traditional public schools they had attended previously. 

It was not stated in surveys, but it was revealed that the racial 

make-up of the school is an important factor. From the 

interviews, the top-rated factors by White, Black, Hispanic, All, 

respectively are: Moral values (23/34/23/26%), Discipline 

(23/21/3026%), Test scores (28/22/17/22%), and Safety 

(13/9/17/14%). Most important from 1 of 6 factors. Only study 

to compare school left to charter chosen. 

Both: 

Response; 

interviews. 

Observed; 

school data. 

C K-12 Texas; 1,006 charter 

school households. 
"academic quality" 

defined as test scores. ND* 

Wolf & Stewart 

(2012) 

Academic performance (55%), Safety and discipline (53%), 

Academic program (44%) - percentage naming factor among 

"Top 3." Academic performance (35%), Safety and discipline 

(17%), Academic program (16%) -percentage naming factor 

most important. Large differences among four shopper types. 

Study was grades K-12, but aforementioned results are PK-5. 

Response; 

doorstep 

survey 

TP, C, 

M, HS, 

P 
K-12 

City of Detroit; 1,073 

households, 2% White, 

83% Black, 11% Hispanic 
ND* ND* 
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Zeehander & Winkler 

(2013) 

Strong core curriculum in reading and mathematics (222), 

Emphasizes STEM (203), Strong education in life skills (173), 

Extremely high academic standards (167). Utility score with 100 

being average. "...the critical difference is that nonacademic 

school characteristics and diversity are drastically LESS 

IMPORTANT TO ALL RACIAL AND ETHNIC GROUPS 

than are core and STEM subjects." (p. 18). No overall change in 

top 3 factors by race, income (until $125K+), school type 

(Private school the exception), political ideology, school 

location, or church attendance. Scores for the aforementioned 

changed, but the top 3 factors did not. Rankings for 6 niche 

categories did change. 

Response; 

"interactive 

innovative" 

online survey. 

Maximum-

difference 

scaling of 30 

factors 

TP, C, 

M, P K-12 

Nationwide sample; 2,007 

parents, 65% White, 9% 

Black, 17% Hispanic, 6% 

Asian 

ND* ND* 

  

School Types: C - charter, HS - 

homeschool, M - magnet, P - 

either non-religious or not 

specified private, PA - public 

alternative, R - 

religious/parochial private, TP - 

traditional public, VS - virtual 

school  

"ND*" appearing 

anywhere in the chart 

means this item was 

"not defined" in the 

study. 

** - Indicates 

theory was not 

clearly stated in 

study, but deduced 

from a careful 

reading of study. 
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Response Research: Academic Findings 

   Market theory suggests that the academic quality of a school should be a highly rated 

factor by parents.  Therefore, this literature review will first look at findings related to 

academics, and then it will discuss other top findings found by response researchers.   

   Numerous response researchers have found that academic-related factors are in parents’ 

top reasons for what parents say is important in their children’s school.  As was noted by Stein, 

Goldring, and Cravens (2010), the “academic” construct has different meanings for different 

researchers; thus, it is a complex process to compare results across studies.  Furthermore, as with 

many of the factors, academics can be a push factor, a pull factor, or both.   

   Regarding academics as a pull factor, some researchers (Armor & Peiser, 1998; Bell, 

2009a; Lee, Croninger, & Smith, 1996; Schneider et al., 1998; Stein et. al., 2010; Weiher & 

Tedin, 2002) have found “academics,” as specifically defined in their respective studies as 

various standardized test scores, to be identified as one of parents’ top three stated factors for 

choosing a school for their children.  These studies included traditional public, charter, magnet, 

private, and homeschool options encompassing all Grades K-12.  The settings, designs, and 

methods varied considerably.  Armor and Peiser (1998) studied interdistrict choice in 

Massachusetts using structured telephone interviews.  Bell (2009a) used a qualitative design with 

longitudinal interviews with 48 families from both urban and suburban areas.  Lee et al. (1996) 

surveyed 710 parents in the three-county Metro Detroit area.  Schneider et al. (1998) used a 

telephone interview rank scale with 1,582 parents in New York City and suburban New Jersey.  

The study conducted by Stein et al. (2010) utilized data from surveys of 2,493 charter school 

parents in Indianapolis.  Last, Weiher and Tedin (2002) surveyed 1,006 charter school 

households in Texas.  Despite the great variety in these studies, academics as defined by test 
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scores were nonetheless found to be a top three pull factor as stated by parents. 

   Other researchers have left the academic construct relatively undefined in their studies, 

yet it has still been shown to be in parents’ top three stated pull factors when choosing a school 

for their children.  In a telephone survey of 349 parents in New Orleans, the Cowen Institute 

(2011) found that 95% of the parents stated the academic performance of their chosen school 

was either an “extremely important” or a “very important” pull factor in their decisions.  In an 

anonymous survey of magnet school parents of fifth-graders in two urban districts, Hausman and 

Goldring (2000) found academics to be the highest-rated factor.  In a telephone interview, 

Haynes, Phillips, and Goldring (2010) found that parents of children in Nashville rated academic 

factors as most important.  This was consistent across White, Black, and Latino ethnicities.  In a 

survey of 500 parents in each of eight different major U.S. cities, researchers (Jochim et al., 

2014) found “quality of academics” to be the most important factor.   

   In a very relevant response study (Klein & Poplin, 2008) of Grades K-7 students enrolled 

in the six California virtual academies (CAVA), parents who responded to a Zoomerang forced-

choice survey cited “increased academic opportunities” as their number one pull factor for 

choosing a CAVA.  These parents, though their children were enrolled in a public statewide 

cyber charter school, were considered homeschoolers by the researchers and the parents 

themselves.  When asked what their reason for homeschooling was, the parents’ second most 

cited reason was academic-related and was termed “high expectations.”  Klein and Poplin (2008) 

also utilized open-ended questions and coded “quality curriculum” as the number one factor 

cited by parents. 

   In a study of 1,100 charter school parents in Texas, Kleitz et al. (2000) found that 

“education quality” was cited as the top pull factor of parents regardless of ethnicity (White, 
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Black, or Hispanic).  In a study of 1,683 parents of fifth-grade magnet school students in St. 

Louis and Cincinnati, Smrekar and Goldring (1999) found that “academic reputation” was the 

number one factor cited by parents who responded to an anonymous survey.  A study by the 

Cowen Institute (2013) utilizing nine focus groups with a total of 81 New Orleans parents from 

traditional public, charter, parochial, and private schools, found that parents cited “reputation” as 

the second most important factor and “academics” as one of the several other most highly-rated 

factors.  Since “reputation” and “academics” were not defined, it is possible that both constructs 

were academic-related in the minds of the focus group participants.  In a mixed-methods study 

whereby telephone interviews with a total of 800 moderate-to-low-income parents in Milwaukee, 

Washington, DC, and Denver were utilized for the quantitative portion of the study,  

“academics” was cited as the number one factor by 45% of parents (Teske, Fitzpatrick, & 

Kaplan, 2007).  The qualitative portion of the study had different findings and is reported later in 

Chapter 2. 

   In another multi-state study, Vanourek et al. (1998) surveyed 2,978 charter school parents 

in nine different states.  These researchers found that “higher standards” at the charter school was 

the second most cited factor of parents.  The researchers did not define this “higher standards” 

pull factor. 

   In a qualitative study utilizing semi-structured interviews of 24 mainly minority parents 

from two New York City charter schools, Villavicencio (2013) found a common theme among 

parents to be that it was important to them “how that particular school would help fulfill their 

own child’s academic and nonacademic development” (p. 12).  It is plausible to consider this to 

be similar to the individualization theme that is discussed later in this chapter and throughout 

Chapter 4 and Chapter 5; however, without a clear definition it is discussed as a separate theme 
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here. 

   In a doorstep survey of City of Detroit parents with traditional public, charter, magnet, 

private, and homeschool students in Grades PK-5, Wolf and Stewart (2012) found “academic 

performance” to be the factor rated as most important (35.2%) and “academic program” to be the 

third factor rated as most important (16.3%).  Both terms were not defined.  This was a Grades 

K-12 study, but the preceding results were the ones reported for Grades PK-5, 

 as they more closely align with the grade levels being surveyed in this research project. 

   In a nationwide “interactive” online survey of 2,007 parents in a variety of public and 

private schools, Zeehandelaar and Winkler (2013) found that “Strong core curriculum in reading 

and mathematics,” “Emphasizes science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) education,” 

and “Extremely high academic standards” were the number one, two, and four most cited factors 

of parents from 30 school characteristics listed in a maximum-difference scaling model. 

   The studies cited above discussed findings as they related to academics being a pull 

factor.  The following response studies have identified academics as a push factor, meaning low 

academic quality at the child’s previous school was a major factor in the parent choosing a 

different school.  Three different nationwide surveys (Bielick, 2008; Noel, Stark, & Redford, 

2013; and Princiotta, Bielick, & Chapman, 2004) of homeschoolers by the United States 

Department of Education (USDOE) showed parents (68-74% depending on the year) citing 

dissatisfaction with the academics at their previous or other schools as a factor that applied to 

them.  All three of these studies used forced-choice response items.  An earlier study (Bielick, 

Chandler, & Broughman, 2001) by the USDOE using open-ended questions found that 49% of 

parents indicated they could provide a better education at home.  Given the consistency and 

strength of the findings of the three later studies regarding the push factor of academics, it is 
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Appendix C 

 

The second recruitment email that was sent to parents on May 28, 2015, from the administrative 

assistant at MGLVA. 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Parents:  

 

The purpose of this email is to invite and encourage you to participate in a voluntary and 

anonymous survey regarding the factors influencing parents' decisions to enroll their grades K-6 

children in a full-time online program.  If you have already responded - Thank you!  Please 

do not respond again.  
 

If you have not responded, please consider participating in this important study.   
 

To participate in the survey please open and read the attached PDF document found at the 

bottom of this email that is entitled "Letter of Solicitation."  This letter contains important 

information. 

After reading the "Letter of Solicitation," if you choose to participate in the survey then please 

click the following link to be taken directly to the online survey: 

 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/QVWZ2DR. 

 

Parents who choose to participate will have until June, 9, 2015, to respond to the survey. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Secretary 

Michigan Great Lakes Virtual Academy 
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