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ABSTRACT

School choice is an important and controversial policy issue in education. Proponents of
school choice maintain that it will be of particular benefit to those families who are less able to
choose schools by residing in desirable neighbourhoods or sending their children to expensive
private schools. However, the literature suggests that unless school choice programs are
specifically targeted towards lower-class families, schools that are available by choice will tend
to attract a disproportionate number of middle-class students. In part, this is theorized as being
the result of a disparity in social and cultural capital between middle-class and working-class
parents. Social capital includes the networks and other sources of information available to
parents. Cultural capital involves the parents’ abilities to evaluate the options that will best
facilitate their children’s future educational and occupational goals. This study was designed to
consider the issue in an urban British Columbian context.

Parents of Grade 7 students in Vancouver have several choices when selecting high
schools for their children. Recent legislation opening catchment boundaries permits a wider
range of choices than ever before. Because of space limitations, however, many popular high
schools are unable to accommodate all the students who wish to attend. This leaves parents with
two choices for public high school: registering in the neighbourhood high school or choosing a
District Specified Alternative Program. The alternative programs in this study are those that are
designed to provide an enriched academic program for students who demonstrate high potential
and talent — the mini schools. Neighbourhood high schools serve all students in their catchment:
area and require no special application procedures. In order to attend a mini school, however,
there is a lengthy admission process, typically involving a written application form, letters of
recommendation from teachers and others who know the child’s ability and motivation, a written
admission exam, and a personal interview. Spaces are limited, so only a small number of
students enter these programs. '

I studied parents of Grade 7 students in Vancouver as they considered their high school
options. First, I interviewed Grade 7 teachers at two Vancouver elementary schools in order to
identify the high school programs that tend to attract parents in each school and to understand the
teachers’ roles in providing information about high school options. I also attended parent
information meetings for eight of the twelve District Specified Alternative Programs throughout
the district. I administered a survey to Grade 7 parents at these schools, as they were completing
the process of applying to high school programs. I followed this up by asking the elementary
teachers about the high school programs in which the students at each school eventually enrolled.

I found that, in these two Vancouver elementary schools, parents who chose alternative
programs had higher levels of education, particularly on the east side of the city, and more
prestigious occupations than those who chose to send their child to the neighbourhood high
school. I also discovered that parents who chose alternative high school programs used a greater
variety of sources of information to learn about high school programs than parents choosing
regular programs in the neighbourhood school. They also considered criteria about programs and
learning conditions to be more important when evaluating the programs available.

I conclude that information should be made more equitably available to parents in
Vancouver. Moreover, offering school choice through alternative programs in neighbourhood
schools, as opposed to a system of magnet schools located throughout the city, seems to offer
more possibilities for equity.
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Chapter I — The Context of this Study

Proponents of school choice believe that it will empower all parents in the public schobl
systerﬁ. Mény malntaln that increased parental choice will be of particular beneﬁt to those with
lower socioeconomic status who are less able to choose schools by residing in desirable
catchment areas or sending their children to expensive private schools. Qpponents argue that
choices in the public school system have been shown worldwide to favour highly-educated,
middle-class families. Studies done in the United States, New Zealand, Australia, and Europe,
where educational bhoices' are more widely available than in Canada, suggest that higher SES .
families are the ones who take advantage of enriched opportunities for their children and are
over-represented in schools that are available by choice.

| Empowering parents within the public school system is a movement that has caught on
throughout the western world. Study after study suggests that a relationship exists between
parental involvement in their child’s education and the child’s educational success. Many
proponents of educational change have used thls research.to promote their philosophy of a
market-driven education system. They believe that “parental involvement” should go beyond
participation within a specific school and extend to educational advocacy by parents on behalf of
their children. One of the most effective ways of advocating for a child’s education, according to
the market philosophy, is to shop for the school program that offers the best value for the
family’s »educationall investment.

Drawing upon the‘ thetoric of the businé_ss community, pafents and students are posited as
consumers of educational resources, while schools are assigned the role of service prox}ider.

Terms like “competition”, “achievement”, and “accountability” redefine the role of the public

school in society. This redefinition inevitably precipitates tension between the concepts of ' _

- education as a public social benefit and education as a private consumer good.




There is also a danger that creating a marketplace mentality may exacerbate the inequity
already inherent in a system in which some parents are more proactive and influential than
others. School choice prompts consideration of the purpose of public education and the
desirability of all children having an equitable opportunity to reach their potential and acﬁjeve

success, however that may be defined and measured.
Personal Position

Asa Grade 7 teacher in Burnaby, I have counseled many students and their parents as
they chose their high school courses. Students from the elementary school at which I tgach are in
the catchment area for Burnaby North Secondary School. It is difficult in Burnaby for_students to
crosé catchment boundaries and attend a high school of their éhoice. Accordingly, most students |
must attend their_ neighbourhood high school. There are no “District Specified Alternative
Programs” in Bumaby, although some program options do exist. Burnaby South Secondary
School offers the International Baccaléureate Program, although this option is facing ‘elivmination
~ in the current program review being done by the school board in ofder to submit a balancedb
budget to the Ministry of Education. Moscrop Secondary School provides French Immersion.
Most of the other high schools have Advanced Placement courses at the Grade 12 level.

As my own three children havé made their way through their neighbourhood school --
Burnaby North Secondary School -- I have become aware that it provides a wide réng_e of
choices. Students begin their journey aiong one option at the moment they select their Grade 8
courses. As students make the transition from Grade 7 to Grade 8, they have the option of taking
regular courses, modified or adapted courses designed for students with special learning needs,
or honours courses in English, Math, and Social Studies. Regular courses are available to all
students living in the h1gh schodl catchment area. The modified and adapted courses are selected |

only after a great deal of consultation among the child’s parents, the high school counselor and
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teachers, and the Grade 7 teacher. The hoﬁoms courses are available to students who are
recommended by their Grade 7 teacher to write an entrance exam in the spring. If students are
.successful in gaining entrance to these honours courses, they may eventually be permitted to
accelerate their high school program (in a manner very similar to many of the mini schools) and
either graduate early or take Advanced Placement (university level) courses while in high school.

Before my own children benefited from the acceleration possible on the honours track, I
was very selective about the students that I informed about and recommended for the Grade 8
honours .courses. I felt that these courses were a privilege for hard-working “gifted” students. As
I realized more clearly the ramifications of my acting as gate-keeper to the honours track,
howévér, I began advertising this option more widely, informing parents about the advantages of
the honours track, and allowing any student who expresséd a desire and demonstrated their
motivation to write the entrance exam to do so. Since then, more of my students have
successfully entered honours courses and benefited from the accelerated stream.

I wondered before embarking on this study if the Grade 7 teachers in Vancouver ensure
that all students are informed of the Disﬁict Specified Altemaﬁve Programs or if they, as I
formeﬂy did, only informed “the chosen few”. I also wondered if it were easy for parents to learn
about these programs on their own, without having to pass th¢ elementary school gate.k_eeper,
and if the district ensured that information about these programs reached all the students who |
might potentially benefit from them. Finally, I wondered how effectively Vancouver’s District

- Specified Alternative Programs address the issue of equity of educational opportunity.

Having taken several graduate level courses focusing on educational policy and equity I

have become more aware of my role as gatekeeper and my duty to act as an advocate for stﬂde_nté

and parents who may not normally be “choosers” in the public school system. I was interested in

discovering whether the socioeconomic and cultural inequity that choice seems to engender




wherever it is offered is as discernable in Vancouver’s mini schools as I suspect it is in the

Advanced Placement courses at Burnaby North Secondary School.
Forces Driving the Movement towards Parental Choice

Three reésons commohly cited for providing parents with more choice in the public
school system aré the_belief that “the academic achievement of our students is mediocre
compared to that of their peers in other countries” (Hepburn, 1999, p. 1), “confidence in the
[public school] system is at a 30-year low” (Hepburn, 1999, p.1), and “public schools must
compete head-to-head with independent schools...to stem the drift of K-12 students into the
pnvate system” (Steffenhagen, 2001, September 27, p. Al).

Hepburn (1999) declares that “The Canadian system of educatlon is inefficient and
inadequate” (p. 1). Over and over parents are warned that their children are not receiving as
high a quality of education as they would in other countries. Parents are encouraged to demand
more accountability and choice in schobling to combat the threat posed by the inadequate
preparation of their child for life in the global economy. District Specified Alternative Programs
provide parents in Vancouver with choices that offer a select group of students an enriched
éducation within the pubic school system and which may give them an competitive edge,
academically. |

Not all schools are created equal and some schools enjoy more success in théir testing
results than others. Pﬁblishing test scores that indicate those schools in which students perform
best on standardized tests is used by some as a. means of making schools and teachers more
accountable to 'parents. Allowing parents then to choose the schools in which students are more
successful is posited as being the way to encourage all schools to adopt the teaching strategies -
and philosophies of the more successful schools so that every child in the system will eventually

benefit. Proponents of choice also claim that empowering parents with choices will boost
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parental confidence in the public school system, as they feel they have some control over their
child’s educational options (Chubb & Moe, 1988, Hoxby, 1998).

-The dilemma is that when capable students leave less academically-desirable schools this
further depresses the test _results of the schools they leave, creating the iliﬁsion of deélining
-achievement among the students remaining at the school. Vancouver has addressed this issue by
locating mini schools in a variety of public secondary schools around the district. Providing
enriched environments for the most capable students in each school may encourage some of
these students to attend a school they> might otherwise find academically undesirable. This could,
in turn, improve the test results of that school, restore public confidence, and reduce the number
of sfudents leaving a school because it is perceived to be a less effective learning environment.

A common justiﬁcatioh for providing more choice in the public school system is to stem '
the flow of students into private schools. This is a concern expressed by B.C.’s Minister of -
Education, in spite of the fact that there has been relatively little movement into.private schools,
due to the cost of such a move and the selectivity of the private schools. Furthermore, many
parents select private schools because of a religious affiliation not available in the public school
system. By placing the mini schools in public secondary schools throughout the district, the
Vancouver School Board provides parents with an opportunity to find w1thm their
. neighbourhood school the enriched learning environment many seek for their child. This may
keep in the public system some who might otherwise opt for an enriched private alternative.

Hepburn (1999) claims international research supports her position that “if the Canadian
education system supported greater parental choice, student achievement would improve” (p. 1).

There is, however, much evidence that the relationship between choice and achievement is not so

clear-cut, particularly for students whose background is not middle class.




School Choice in Canada: Alberta Leads the Way

Within Canada, Alberta is far ahead of other provinces in the raﬁge of educational
choices offered to parents. The most obvious indicator is thé legislation allowing chafter
schools. There are currently nine charter schoolé, set up by parents and other grouﬁs fo provide é
variety of educational, social, and cultural experiences for public school students. They include
school programs for gifted students, Arabic students (for whom English ié a second language),
at-risk students, and musically talented students. The nﬁmber of charter schools in Alb'erta. ﬁas
remained small because of the tremendous arﬁount of parental invoivement required to cféate
and maintain such programs and tight government control over these schools. Still, the existence
of these charter schools attests to the commitment that “the Alberta government supports chobice
in eduéation to ensure student and community needs are met” (“OppoﬁuMﬁes for Choice”, p.1).

Alberta alsd has urban school boards that have pioneeféd bfégrams of choice. The
Edmonton Public School Board declares on the district website that “choice is the foundétion of
our district’s approach to edﬁcation” (“Prog_ramé of Choice”, p. D). They offer a wide variety of |
programs to all students in thé district. These rahge from Aboriginai studies to the Vimy Ridge |
| Academy Dance Program and inciude proéréms in hockéy, Christian education, Arabic, Cree,
French, German, HebreW, Spanish, Mandarin, Ukrainian, Arts, and Cadets, to namé but a few. If
the ré.nge of choices is not wide enough, parents are invited to generate their own ideas and
submit them to the district for approval. The district website adviseé parents that progréms afe
open to all.chjldren in the district “as long as there is space available ét the School and.y(‘)u vmeet: |
the entrance criteria that may_be in place” (“Programs of Choice”, p.‘ 3). Busihg is ‘a\.failal.)le, for
a fee, at the elementary level in an attempt to ensure that location of the schdol isa mlmmal

deterrent to anyone applying to a program. The Calgafy school board also provides a great deal

of choice.




Some concerns about the equity of schdol choice are raised by the Alberta Teachers’
Association. Their brochure on the topic of educational choice states that
| some peoplé regard educatioh»as a market commodity and students and their parents as -
consumers of that commodity. However, not all consumers are equal: some have more
social and economic resources and hence will'haye greater influence over which
~ programs will be made available. Our public education system has an important role to
play in bringing together children from a wide variety of backgrounds to share a common
learning experience. Taken to extremes, educational choice fragments public education -
and, over the long run, could undermine the unity and cohesion of our community :
(“Educatiohal Choice”, p. 2)
It was interesvting‘ to read these concerns about educational équity in a public education system so

generally supportive of school choice.
Ministry of Education Position on School Choice in British Columbia

‘B.C.’s Minister of Education, Christy Clark has repeatedly expressed her belief that - v
“B.C. public schools must compete head-to-head with independent schools by offering a wide
variety of programs and ‘magnet’ schools to stem the drift of K - 12 students into the private
system” (Steffenhagen, 2001, Sept. 27, p. Al). Partly to forward this agenda, Emery Dosdall, the -
former Superintendent of the Edmonton Public School Board who supported the establishment of
vthe magnet schools in that district, was hired by the Liberal government as Deputy Minister.of - -
Education in British Columbia. The government website states that “this government believes in
public education and wants to compete with priVate schools by offering more choice to students™ - -

(“Frequently Asked Questions”, p. 1). The Ministry of Education insists that public school

- results must be competitive with the results achieved by private school programs, in spite of the




faét that these schools are permitted to be very exclusive both in the academic entrance standard§
they set and in the fees they charge. Upper-middle-class parents who can afford the fees and
whose children meet the entrance criteria have always taken advantage of private school choices
and will likely continue to do so because of considerations othef than thaacademic prograrrié
offered. There is a great deal of research to support the allegation that these parents are also the
grbup most ‘likely to benefit from choices prbvided in the public school system. The Minister of
_education reports that “I hear a call for choice from parents everywhere I go” (Steffenhagen,
2001, Sept. 28, p. B2). I cannot help but wonder which socioeconomic stratum of parents is
most likely to have the ear of the Minister of Educatioa. |

The Ministry of Education believes that “parents have a right to be involved‘in their
children’a education and they must have choices about how their children will be educated”
(“Frequently Asked Questions”, p. 1). The Minister defends this position by claiming that |
“parents have said that they want real choices. We meah school Boards develaping arange of
different types of schools or programs to meet individual student needs” (“Frequently Asked
- Questions”, p.1).

The Ministry of Education sees choice as a way of making school boards and individual
schools more accountable to parents. Their website states that “parents need to be given voice
within their local schoolé, but they also need to be given the choice to opt in or opf out.
Ultimately, parentsvand students must be allowed to vote with their feet if schools and boards are
not performing and not improving student achievement” (“Frequently Asked Questions”, p. 1).
The Ministry’s expectation appeﬁs to be fhat a parent’s foremost cbncarfl for his or her child’s
éducation is their académic achievement and that moving students to more academically

successful schools will force reluctant school boards to make changes that will have a positive

~ effect on the achievement of all students. However, confusing a school’s academic excellence




with its popular appeal is dangerous, particularly when school choice is being used as a means of
making schools more accountable.

| -This use of parental choice as a measure of school accountability is particularly
threatening for individual schools because of the Ministry of Education’s “simplified” funding - -
systefn. As explained on their website, “dollars will now follow students wherever they choose to
g0. And that has another, added advantage. Along with supporting choice, it gives every school
an incentive to keep students; to hold their interest; to challenge them; to respond to their.
individuél needs; and to keep them in school, to help ensure that they graduate” (“Frequently -
Asked Queétions”, p. 2). Another effect this might have is to penalize schools that are already
struégling due to a variety of societal realities — students who arﬁve at school hungry, students
who are abused or neglécted or dealing with other emotional issués — and provide them with
even fewer financial resources than the ones already available. The media release ends with
“again — it all comes down to improving student achievement — the central focus of the entire -
education syStem” (“Frequently Asked Questions”, p. 2). I wondered how central achievement

truly is in the school choice debate.
Responses to the Ministry of Education’s School Choice Agenda
The BC Principals’ and Vice Principals’ Association

The B.C. Principals; and Vice Principals’ Association protests that “iﬁ réality there is a
| great déél of choice within the school system” and “curriéulum is continually uhder review to bé
sure it sfays current and relevant for the world of today” (“ BCPVPA: Advocates for Pﬁbliq
Education”, p. 2). They state on their website that “our association supports choice a.n_d.
altemétives_wiﬂﬁn the public education system” as long as “programs are bésed on cafeful

diagnosis of student needs, reflect sound principles of child develophient and learning, énd |
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involve consultation among parents, school personnel and students where appropriate”

(“BCPVPA: Advocates for Public Education”, p. 3).
The B.C. T eachers’ Federation

The BC Teachers’ Federation believes that “school districts around B.C. have
established a wide array of programs that reepond to both educational and community needs”
(“School Choice”, p- 2). The B.C.T.F. supports “diverse opportunities for learning that reflects -
the diverse population in our public schools” but believes that “the neighbourhood school is the -
heart of the community” (“School Choice”, p. 3). ‘They are, therefore, unsupportive of the
gdvernment’s push to establish a system of magnet schoqls that are developed independent of
initiétivee from local school communities and which do not include input from the teachers who -
‘will implement the programs. They are particularly opposed to “vouchers, charter schools, and
similar initiaﬁves that privatize public schools and undermine the democratic principles upon -
which pubic scnools are founded” (“School Choice”, p. 3). The official BCTF Policy.on-
Alternatives Within Public Education states that the BCTF  continues to support alternatives
within the public education system to meet the diverse circumstances of students under a set of
conditions. Among the concerns articulated by the BCTF an'e assuranceé that « they w111 be |
based on sound educational pedagogy, all students have equal access to the benefits of public - |
education, all schools will have an equitable share of educational resources, schools will
continue to offer an érray of programs reflecting the diversity of the school population” (“School

Choice”, p. 2-3).
The B.C. Confederation of Parent Advisory Councils and Parents

Reggi Balabanov, former president of the B.C. Confederation of Parent Advisory

Councils, says that “parents welcome the promise of more choice...our students need more
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| choices and we’re starting to ask, ‘Why not? Why can’t we have that?’ ” (Steffenhagen, 2001,
September 28, p. B 2). She has. maintained the view that issues like class size are “not the
prirﬁary concern of parents” (Steffenhagen, 2003, May 2, p. A2). This distancing of the
BCCPAC from issues being put forward by the BCTF has “guaranteed Balabanov exceptional
access to the minister” (Steffenhagen, 2003, May 2, p. A2) and has allowed the Minister of
Education to claim th_at- there is popular support for her position on school _choice. Not all parents -
agfee'with the official position of the BCCPAC, however. The equity of delivering that choicé,'
particularly in times of fiscal restraint has some parents questioning the use of scarce resources
to provide enriched choices for the beneﬁf of a few privileged students.

According to an article in the Vancouver Sun newspaper, “not all parents are clamouring
for more choice” (St_effénhagen, 2003, April 21, p. B5). One mofher is reported as complaining
that “she wishes Vancouver school district would get rid of the ‘mini schools’ it established over
the years to provide special programs for a few selected students and use that money, instead, to
improve the educational experience for all” (Steffenhagen, 2003, April 21, p. BS). She says that
even though her own children were enrolled in mini school programs, “because she couldn’t
dény them the opportunity for enriched education as long as it exists, ” she believes
“Vancouver’s mini schools are detrimental to the concept of public education because they give

- superior opportunities to a small number of students” (Steffenhagen, 2003, April 21, p. BS).
From her experiences in the mini schools attended by her children she reports that “if you look -

- into these mini schools and see what kind of special brogra’ms they have, it’s pretty amazing -
compared to what kids are doing in the regular school system” (Steffenhagen, 2003, April 21, p.
BS5). Equity of access to magnet programs is even more of a concern during times when

“adequate funding of school programs is an issue.
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School Boards

There are a number of different approaches being taken to the issue of school choice,
particularly among districts in the lower mainland._ Surrey School bBo‘ard. has been one of .the
school boards that has shown the most support for the liberal government’s vscheol choice peliey.
In November 1997, they adopted a policy “promoting excellence in instruction, optimal
ach1evement and expanded ch01ce for all students” (“School District #36”, p. 1). A recent artlcle
in the Vancouver Sun reported that “Surrey is opening its third'K-3 traditional school in
September, although even that facility won’t meet all the 'demand.‘ It 1s p'reparirté to open a
second fine-arts school and has heard calls in the community for an aboriginal school”
(Steffenhagen 2003, April 21,p. B 5) |

‘New Westmmster School Board declared in February, 2001 that they were comm1tted to
“making program choices available to students whenever possible” (“School District #40”, p. 1).
They went on to address t}re issue ef equitable éccess by stating that, after siblings of students

-already or previously enrolled in the program tlave been accepted, “the fairest way .to alloeate |
limited seats in Programs of Choice is through a lottery system” ‘(“Sc‘hool District #40”,
p. 1). I was surprised to read this; given the recent news stories about parents who camped otrt
overnight this spring in order to have a chance of enrolling their kindergarten children in the
Board’s French Immersion t)rogram. |

Emery Desdall wae Superintenderlt of Scheols with the Ltangleyb School Board prior to
his going to Edmonton, so it is rtot sﬁrprising that “the Langley School Distriet has a history ef
providing educational choices for students” (“School District #35”, p. 1). The Vancouver Sun
reports that “Langley plans to expand its Mo‘ntessori offeriﬁgs and an electronic-learning
program that conrrects home-schoolers to schoels. There contirxue to be extensive wait lists for

' traditional and fine-arts programs” (Steffenhagen, ‘2003, April 21, p. B 5).
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In Vancouver, most students attend their neighbourhood secondary school. The
Vancouver School Board has repeatedly responded to the call by the Ministry of Education for
more educational choice by pointing out it already provides> students with a variety of choices,
including the District Specified Alternate Programs for Enrichment, French Immersion, |
Montessori, and many different programs which offer extra support for students at risk. It
contends that “many schools have developed their own alternative programs for a wide range of
student 1nterests and ab111t1es” (“Options 2003” p- 1) Among these are the twelve mini schools |
which are offered as district programs to meet the needs of “students who have demonstrated
s1gmﬁcantly high potentlal talent and need for a challengmg program in preparation for their
post-secondary education” (“Optlons 2003”, p. 1). Parents are advised that “each program offerév
course content that emphas1zes acceleratlon or ennchment and is d1st1nct from courses at the

nelghbourhood school” (“Opt1ons 2003, p. 1).
High School Choices in.Vancouver .
Neighbourhood High Schools

A brochure about Vancouver high school programs states that “most Grade 8 students:
will attend their neighbourhood school in September — and for good reasons, too! All 18
secondary schools in Vancouver offer challenging and comprehensive programs™ (“Options
2003”, p. 1). Neighbourhood high schools in Vancouver serve all students in their catchment
area and require no special application procedure beyond course eelection; Counselors from the
high school meet with the Grade 7 teachers to bring them up to date with the programs and
services available at the school and visit the elementary schools to help the students with their
course selection. Students visit the high school for orientation to help tllem make the transition. |

There are meetings at each high school for the parents and information is sent home to help them
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understand the articulation process from elementary to secondary school. The school board
ensures that all parents have an opportunity to become informed about the high school in their

neighbourhood.
District Specified Alternative Programs (Mini Schools)

The twelve mini schools operated by the Vancouver School Board as District Specified
Alternative Programs for Enrichment offer a variety of educational options. Although all are
~ designated as programs for academic enrichment, they differ somewhat in their approach and
definition of an enn'ched educational experience. Many, like Prince of Wales Mini School and
Point Grey Mini School, stress extended field trip experiences as a feature of their program. The
Byng Arts Mini School offers enriched instrucﬁon in fine arts. Britannia’s Venture Program
offers a combination of academic preparaﬁon for the International Baccalaureate program and a
focus on cultufal diversity. Many other mini schools offer students the opportunity to accelerate
their coursework so that they can either graduate early or take Advanced Placement or |
International Baccalaureate courses. All of these programs actively seek students who are
motivated to achieve academic excellence.

Informatioﬁ about District Specified Alternative Programs is not distributéd to all parent; |
in the district. There are brochures available, if Grade 7 teachers hand them out them or pe‘lrent.‘s
know to ask the Grade 7 teacher about them. Pérents can also iﬁquire at the School Boarci or
investigate for themsélves on the internet. However, it is up to the teachérs or the parents fq
ensure that this information is distributed. There is a meeting for each m1m schoql in January,
5efore the school’s application deadline. However, the dates _of thése fneetiﬁgs are availablé only |
in the brochures, on the internet, and on signs at the school site. In ofder to aﬁend a District | |
Specific Alternative Program, there is a lengthy admission process whiéh may include a written

application form, letters of recommendation from teachers and others who know the child’s

14




ability and motivation, a written admission exam, and a personal interview. Even so, there is
more demand for placement in these programs than there are spaces available. -

“Other high school choices also exist in Vancouver. There are special programs to
provide extra academic and emotional support, as well as programs for students at risk. French

Immersion is another option that is available at the high school level m Vancouver.
Objectives of the Study

The Ministry of Education in British Columbia encourages local school boards to expand
the scope of educational éhoices offered to students in the public school system. However, there
are éonbems from many quarters about issues of equity as the boards begin to establish policies
that will enable these choices to be made available. One of the concerns voiced by those who
question the equity of school choice is that some families are more able to benefit from school - -
choices than others. Bourdieu (1986) has argued that middle-class parénts possess and use -
varioﬁs linguistic and cultural competences that ensure their children’s success in school. He
called these competences cultural capital. The relative success of middle-class students in school
may bé due to the fact that mé‘ny middle-class.parents are more likely to héve post-secondary
education ahd understand the impoﬁance of certain courses within the secondary school that will
enable their chiidren to aspire to similar-post-secondary opportunities. . It may also be true that B
parents who work in more prestigious occupations have networks of business associates and |
acquaintémces who can advise them concerning educational choices. These networks and the
quality of the information they can provide Bourdieu called social capital.

My question is whether the District Specified Alternative Programs currently offered as
educational choices for parents in Vancouver are chosen by a diverse group of parents in the
district. Specifically, my study will examine two questions. Do parents in Vancouver who . |

choose to apply to alternative programs differ from parents who send their child to the.
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: neighboui’hood high school, in terms of family residence, level of education, and occupational
prestige? If there is a differenc_:e betWeen these two groups of parents, could social or cultural
capital -- the sources of information and the criteria that families use when deciding on an
educational option — explain this difference?

The th'esis is organjzed as follows. Chapter 2 will provide a review of literature related to
school choice and issues of equity, including evidence collected internationally that finds a
disparity in the socioeconomic status of parents making school choices. Chapter 3 will describe
my Research Design, including interviews with Grade 7 teachers, observations at high school
meetings and the survey of parents of Grade 7 students. Chapter 4 will describe my research
findings from interviews with Grade 7 teachers at two Vancouver elementary schools and
obse%vations at parent information nights for the District Speciﬁed Alternative Programs.
Chapter 5 will summarize my research findings from the survey administered to parents of Grade
7 students making choices among high school options in Vancouver. Chapter 6 will summarize
the conclusions and recommendations resulting from my analysis of the data provided by the

interviews, observations, and survey.
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Chapter II — Literature Review

A significant number of studies show parental choice in education to be a widespread
trend in western industria]ized nations (Ambler, 1994; Whitty et al., 1998; Willms & Echols,
-1997). Parental choice ¢nables parents to choose, from a variety of educational options, the
program that best suits _the needs of their children. Yet reseafch on school choice is extremely
polarized on such concepts as private and public, market and democracy, freedom and equity,
exit and voice. On both sides of the debate there are significant assumptions being made and

research yet to be done.
“On the Affirmative: The Case for Parental Choice -- and a Rebuttal

Studies undértaken by Ambler (1994) and Whitty, Power, & Halpin (1998) document a |
worldwide movement toward policy reforms that empower parents to choose schools.

" Supporters of choice portray these reforms as a logical extension of the fact that parents’ ability
to choose among public school districts (through residential decisions) and to select private
schools (by paying tuition) are already well-established options within the present catchment-
bound school system (Chubb & Moe, 1988; Gaskell, 2001; Hassel, 1998; Hoxby, 1998).

Residential and private school choices, however, are not equally available to all families.
Proponents of choice argue that the current, catchment-bound bolicies of most school districts
suffer from an inability to produce e.qual outcomes, while restricting the choiées of the least
privileged -- families in poorer, inner-city schools who cannot afford private education and lack
the resources or are the wrong colour to move to more desirable school districts (Gaskell, 2001;
Hassel, 1998; Hoxby, 1998; Witte, 2000). Choice policies, they claim, can be specifically
designed' to target the inequality currently experienced by poorer families within the public

school system, The Milwaukee Parental Choice Program, which provided private school
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vouchers. for qualified inner-city families, is frequently cited as one such innovative and
equitable program. It is important to note, however, that when Witte studied the participants in
the Milwaukee Program his research indicated that, although this choice program did target low-
income families, those families that benefited from the choice tended to report having higher
educatiqn levelé thén families that did not participate, indicating a privileging of some lower--
inéome parents éver others (Witte, 2000).

Proponents of parental choice often argue the-advantages of a market approach to
promote excellenée and equity in educatioﬁ (Chubb & Moe, 1988; Hasse_l, 1998). When choice
is introduced the neighbourhood school’s monopoly is broken, and it is forced to compete with
other schools for its students, much as priVate schools do.. Thus, argue Chubb & Moe (1998),
strong and effective schools will succeed and weaker schools wili be forced either to adépt or“
close their doors, although their research does not investigate whether this claim is true.

These Studies fail to address the effect that schools’ recruitment of the “best” students (in
order to make them appear “strong and effective”) will have on “weaker” public schools. This
“skimming” has been noted in a number of studies (Archbald, 1996; Lauder & Hughes, -1999; - . .
Metz, 1986; Whitty et al., 1998). Nor do supporters of choice question the discriminatory role
played by oversubscribed schools in their selection of what they define as “desirable” students, .
as noted by Davis & Rimm (1994) and Schwartz (1994).

Breaking the monopoly enjoyed by catchment-bound schools is supposed to force all

‘schools to become more responsive to parental concerns and create a more equal society. Chubb
and Moe (1988) explain that the necessity for private schools to match supply and demand (lest -
they lose s§ mény students they are no longer economically viable) gives more power and voice
to par;:nts and students in the governance of these schools. If parents do not like the school they -
are currently attending, they can exit and shop for a more agreeable option. Others argue that .

this exit option is more available to middle-class families than to working-class families. The
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latter are more likely to be hampered by coﬁstraints of time and material resources, a lack of
“knowledge regarding the options that are available, and a less informed understanding of the |
possible future ramifications of their choices (Archbald, 1996; Ball, Bowe & Gewirtz, 1995;
Whitty et al., 1998). Witfe (2000) and Willms & Echols (1992) also pdint out that families that
‘exit poorer schools because of their dissatisfaction with the school’s performance tend to be the
concerned and motivated parents that could most effectively work to improve t_hose schools if
they remained and use their “voice” rather than “exit” option.

Equity, argue some supporters of school choice, will be even further served by the mixing :
of previously-segregated students. Jay Greene (1998) states that “by attaching people’s single
largest asset, a house, to where their children go to school, public schools have made people even
more cautious about mixing with other groups” (p. 92). He conténds that American society will -

. become lessvsegregated as a result of freer parental choice. In this he assumes that choice would
result in an equal flow between parents choosing‘schools in lower and higher socioeconomic
areas. vThis ié not reflected in international studies. In fact, just the opposite has been observed, -
with poorer schools being deserted by mbre motivated families and greater racial and class-
related segregation resulting (Ambler, 1994; Willms & Echols, 1992).

Allowing parents to choose schools with a specific focus (Fine Arts, Gifted Education) is
also posited as a means of promoting more cultural diversity (Greene, 1998; Hoxby, 1998). |
Greene believes that a school “devoted to emphasizing a certain subject or approach may allow
people of different racial and ethnic .backgrounds to mix more easily because families can share
their common devotion to that subject or approach” (p. 92). He does not address the question of
equity in terms of socioeconomic status nor the effect that the “skimming” of gifted, talented,
and motivated students might have on music and other enrichment programs in other public

schools (Metz, 1986; Whitty et al., 1998).
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Offering more options within the public school system is also viewed as a means of
allowing families to choose schooling that more closely mirrors their family’s cultural values.-
This, according to Greene (1998), “may help develop important civic values, such as tolerance,
by creating the strong identity and self-esteem that are frequently associated with greater
tolerance. Private schooling and school choice allow parents more easily to raise their children
with their preferred identities and values” (p. 90). To critics like Waslander & Thrupp (1995),
who suggest that such parental choice may exacerbate segregation, Greene (1998) offers his
study which indicates that, when surveyed, private school students repofted that they have more
cross-racial friendships than do public school students. It may be significant that the majority of '
privéte schools represented in Greene’s study have a religious affiliation that could promote
tolerance of racial ihtegration in a manner that American public schools with their strict
separation of religion and state cannot imitate. It would be inter_esting to see how eliminating
Catholic schools from this study would affect G;eene"s results. Hoxby (bl 998) agrees with
| Greene, although she admits to lacking empirical evidence, that “greater choice is also likely to
make schools more culturally diverse through parents’ influence--because like-minded parents
will be.better able to group together in sending their children to the same schools” (p. 151). She
does not address the questibn of socioeconomic status in this i_htegration of culturally diverse
students, assuming an equal power of choice among all strata.

“The difficulty with public education”, concludes Greene (1998), “is that it is provided
using a “one-size-fits-none” approach” (p. 91). Other proponents concur that subjecting schools
to the discipline of the market will force them to respond to parental demands. Enhancing
parental choice, they claim, will achieve three goals: higher academic achievement, lower costs,

and greater equality of opportunity (Chubb & Moe, 1988). These are the arguments that are

convincing governments throughout the Western world, including the Liberal government in




British Columbia, to develop policies that make it easier for parents to choose schools that match

what they perceive to be the educational needs of their children.
On The Negative: Questions of Class and Cultural Capital -- and a Rebuttal

Equality of opportunity is a common refrain among supporters of school choice. At lést,
the argument goes, we will have a system that will give low-income students the same freedom
to choose schools that has always existed. among upper-middle-class families. Yet studies of
these parental choice options reveal quite a different trend. As Ambler (1994) explains, in
practice “choice among schools tends to reinforce the hierarchical distribution of schools and to
intensify the segregation of social classes. Working-class children tend to stay in the
académically weaker schools, while middle-class children tend to desert them” (p. 363).. This
inequality by class also appears to be a world-wide trend, as noted in a significant number of
studies (Ambler, 1994; Archbald, 1996; Ball et al., 1995; Davis & Rimm, 1994; Metz, 1986;
Schwartz, 1994; Waslander & Thrupp, 1995; Whitty et al., 1998; Willms & Echols, 1997).

In England, the “assisted-place” program was seen to privilege relatively well educated - . -
mothers who encouraged their children to succeed academically and who actively researched to
discover the “best” educational opportunities. Moreover, Ambler (1994) noted that, since middle
class and working class families may have different priorities when seeking educational - -
opportunities for their children, the primary beneficiary of schools of choice appeared to be “the
fallen middle class rather than the. rising working class” (p..367). This mirrors Witte’s (2000)
study of the Milwaukee Program.
| In Scottish studies, Willms and Echqls (1997) found that “parents who exercised their
right to choose a school other than their designated school tended to be more highly educated and

have more prestigious occupations than those who did not” (p. 428). The Dutch Ministry of
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Education observed, in 1991, that choice worked better for the well-educated parents who had
more information and were better able to operate within the system (Ambler, 1994).

Hepburn .(1999) contends that, in New Zealand, locally-managed charter schools are

“more innovative, focused, energetic, and responsive té the .neéds of students” (p. 3). However,
‘other research has indicated that discrimination on the basis of social background and ethnicity
has kept many lower-class and Maori children in less desirable schools. While‘students in the
most prestigious schéols do indeed flourish, those remaining in less desirable schools fall behind.
Waslander & Thrupp (1995) concluded that socioeconomic segregation:actually intensified when
schools operated in a free-choice, open-market context . This seems to be an inherent problem 1n
choice Systems. Too often, allowing parents more power to choose has privileged relatively
affluent and well-educated parents who are more likely than poor parehts to have the time and -
knbwledge to take advantage of local school choice. Walford (1994) explains that -

various parents make choices differently. Those families that highly value education are

likel& to take an active interest in school choice for their children — they will seek out |

information, examine prospectuses and examination results, visit schools and talk with
headteachers and teachers. For them,_fhe decision is too important to be left with the |
child. Those parents who vaiue education less highly are less likely to be concerned

‘about which school their child attends — they will be less likely to compare schools and - -

weigh their differences. They will give more weight to the child’s view or let the child

decide (p. 123).

Too often, proponents of choice assume that all parents will make a particular school
choice primarily based upon academic or educational criteria. . In practice, parents consider many
factors other than academicvachievement. Ungerleider (2003) warns that “although some have
claimed that parents will rationally seek to maximize educational benefits for their children by

exercising the opportunity to choose the schools their children attend, the research indicates that
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pasents choose schools on other grounds” (p. 194)..A' study by Petch (1986), of parents of
students about to enter secondary schools indicated that parents were less concerned with
educational content or teaching method than they were with the chiid’s happiness, the child’s
preference, and the perceived level of discipline at the school. While virtually all parents take
into account thcir child’s happi;iessas part of their school choice criteria, Wclford warns that -
in terms of equity, the greatest conccm is that some social groups and ethnic minorities
may be more likely to leave the decision of choice of school to their child or to be more

’ inﬂuenceo by their child’s wishes. As children are more likely to make their decisions on

short-term criteria, this may lead to a marked difference in the distribution of pupils
according to social class and ethnicity. Where some parents may encourage (or force)
their children to apply for schools where they will have to face the ordeal of being
interviewed, others will allow them to simply attend the school where the bulk of their
friends will go. A hierarchy of schools will develop where those who recognize the prize
of educational success will baﬁle in the competitive market to try to get places at the
highly valued schools, while others will retreat into the security of their local schools

(p. 122).

- There appeors to be a class difference in the criteria used when making school choices.
Walford (1994) compares one study, wﬁch described how working class parents made school .
choices, with two studies in which middle-class parents were choosing schools. He writes that
“in the first study good discipline Was given as the most important reason for school choice,
while the quality of education/academic excellence was rated highest in the other two studies”
@. 120). Walford also explains that “the system of choice on which the educational system is
now based presupposes a set of values which give primacy to comprm'son, mobility and long-
term plaﬁning, and ignores those cultures which give primacy to the values of community and

locality” (p. 121).
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- Bourdieu (1986) formalized what hé perceived as a middle-class advantage of knowledge
and attitudes in his theory of cultural capital. Andres (1994) explains that “cultural capital is
conéidered to be a key mechanism in the reproduction of the dominant culture through which
background inequalities are converted into differential academic attainments and hence rewards”
(p. 123). Bourdieu suggests that “the more the official transmission of capital is preQented or
hindered, the more th_e effects of the clandestihe circulation of capital in the form of cultural
capital become determinant in the reproduction of the social structure” (p. 55). In terms of
parental choice, this means that although, ostensibly; choice is offered equally to all families, in
practice it may create a two-tier education system split along socioeconomic lines.

Ambler (1994) contends that the gap in information between relatively well-educated
parents and pérents w1th less formal education explains fnuch of ihe class difference in the
exercising of paréntal choice options. Henig (1999) suggests that “minorities and less-well-
educated parents depend on information networks of poorer quality; they talk to fewer people
about Schools, and those they talk to are more likely to be relatives and less likely to have a
college education” (p. 75). Lareau (1989) agrees that “working-class people have fewer contacts
with educated people who can provide them with helpful hints, suggestions, or information about
how schools work. The usual semi-annual conferences are inadequate for giving parents this
information without the use of other avenues” (p. 182). Others concur that middle-class parents
are more likely to have access to the networks that provide infdrmation relevant to the school -
placement of their child, such as test results and knowledge of curricular options, while
socioeconomically disadvantaged parents tend not to have this information or to recognize its
significance (Archbald, 1996; Lauder & Hughes, 1999).

When choosing educational options, Andres (1994) explbains that “one of the most
valuable types of information transmitted by inherited cultural capi_tal‘ is practical or theoretical

knowledge of current and future worth of academic qualifications” (p. 125). Those without the
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cultural capital to understand the relative value of academic qualifications or the social capital to‘
gain access to information are at a disadvantage in an system that expects parents to choose o
wisely from a variety of educational choices. Boordieu’s theory helps to explain why the
opportunity to choose among educational options seems frequently to benefit middle-class rather
than lower-class families. Lauder & Hughes (1999) believe their study shows that (a) knowledge
is distrihuted unevenly among individuals aecording to age, gender, social, and ethnic group and
(b) those groups that occupy privileged social positions also have the symbolic power to decide
what is culturally. valuable as explained in Bourdieu’s theory of cultural and social reproduction
(Bourdieu, 1986). |
In the United States, three of the most popular school choice movements are charter
schools, educational vouchets, and magnet schools. The last choice is the most relevant to this
study, as the District Specified Alternative Programs function in many respects like magnet
schools. Magnet school programs can be designed so that they are particularly accessible to low-
income and disadvantaged children in an attempt to improve their educational outcomes. Studies = -
- have shown, however, that if these schools are allowed to select their students, using criteria
favouring middle-class students rather than a random lottery system, they create a more
segregated school system.
This inequality has been noted intwo studies made on culturally diverse and low -
socioeconomic status gifted students (Davis & Rimm, 1994; Schwartz, 1994). Both studies -
“concurred that, because of the middle-class values and testing instruments that define “gifted
students”, American minority students (Black,. Latino, Asian, Native), poorer students, rural
students, and handicapped students are frequently excluded from gifted programs, thereby
eliminating these choices for those students and their families. Thus; a primary negative effect of
school choice can be its tendency to increase the educational gap between the privileged, who

define what is valuable knowledge, and the underprivileged. “Choice,” as Walford (1994)
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explains, “is a socially and culturally constructed concept which has different meanings to
different families. Government policy is predicated on a consumerist vision that is embraced by
‘the middle class” (p. 121). |

| The question that is often not addressed vin anti-choice studies is whether students are
better or worse off than they would have been in a catchment-bound school. Levin (2000) has
dgveloped aF famework for Evaluating Educétional Vouchers, which could be employed to
evaluate other methods of providing choice. Work in this area is still needed. Are the increased
opportmﬁties for some working class students to be eliminated in order to maintain a status quo
that would leave these students with no options at all (Gaskell, 2001; Hoxby, 1998)? Is there an
alternate model of choice to that offered by the market that couldi simultaneously provide . .
opportunities for motivated students and ensure that all parents and students in the system
benefited from increased power to demand choices that meet their needs? Are working class
parents really as unmotivated and uninformed as some of the studies by Ball et al. (1995) and.
Willms & Echols (1992) suggest or do they merely appear so from the perspective of a middle-
class researcher? I have yet to encounter a study asking working class parents (or students of

any class) what they want from schools and under what conditions they might make choices.
The Dilemma: How do Parental Choice and Equity co-exist in Vancouver?

In the polemic philosophical debate around parental choice then, advocates contend that
the elimination.ofv the catchment-bound school monopoly provides more choices and
opportunities for students from a variety of socioeconomic backgrounds. They explain that, as
publicly-funded institutions, these schools cannot deny access to any student and cannot charge .
tuition, thus ensuring equity' of access in a manner that cannot be achieved by the more
traditional choices of residing within a school catchment or attendingban elite and costly private

school.
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Opponents argue that school choice options are not equally accessible to those families
who do not possess the culturgl or social capital to research and pursue these options, thus
privileging middle-class stﬁdents. Despite legislation designed to pfohibit discrimination on the
basis of socioeconomic status or ability, opponents contend that informal practices, like targeting
particulér studehts (e.g. v“gifte.d”v or “learners with unique learning styles”), lack of subsidized.
transpoftatiqn , of high eﬁpectations of parental involvement in particularly desirable schools -
discourage or exclude sbme families (Metz, 1986). -

Much of this phiiosophical debate takes place at a highly theoretical and generalized
level. Recent research tries to step away from the polarized debate to ask what kinds of provision
of éhoices, under what conditions, benefit whom. It was from my reading of this literature that I
decided tb conduct a study that would gather data from parenfs making hjgil school choices in -
Vancouver. Specifically, I was interested in determining if the ineciuality noted in studies around
the world is found in the system of choice currently available in Vancouver, as represented by
the District Specified Alternative Programs — the mini schools . If so, could differences in

cultural and social capital help explain the phenomenon and how could their effects be lessened?
Research Questions Arising from the Literature

The literature suggests that unlesé school choice programs are sbe;:iﬁcally targéted
towards lower-class families, schools that are accessible by parental choice will tend to attract a
disproportionate number of families with a higher socioeconomic status (as defined by family-
income, prestige of parental occupation, and lével of formal education attained by the parent). In
part, thls iS theorized as being"thé result of a disparity in social and cultural capital between
middle-class and working-class parents. Social capital includes the networks and other sources of
~ information available to the parent. Cultural Capital is the parent’s ability to evaluate the -

educational option that will best facilitate their child’s future educational and occupational goals
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This reading of the literature raised the question of whether, and in what ways, there are
differences among parents in .Vancouyer who choose to apply to alternative programs (mini -
schools) and parents who send their child to the neighbourhood high school. Was the .
socioeconomic disparity noted in other studies replicated in Vancouver? If so, could this be
attributable to a difference in social énd cultural capital? I expected to find differences both
between the west side and east side schools and within the parent community at each school.

* Most of the literature investigating school choice deals with the issue from the
perspective of the impact that parental choice has on individual schools and the school system as
a whole. Little voice has .béen given to thé parents who are supposedly demanding and being
empowered by these choices. I wanted to examine, using the parénts’ perspective, differences
that exist aﬁaong parenfs in Vancouver who choose alternatives w1thm the public education -
syétem and those who either do not choose or who, perhaps, choose not to choose those

alternatives.
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Chapter III — Research Design

As parents of Grade 7 students in Vancouver consider‘ public high school options for their
sohs and daughters, they are presented with several choices. Recent legislation, opening
catchment boundaries thrqughout the province, mandates a wider range of choices than ever
béfore. In re_:ality; however, it is difficult to cross from one catchment area to another, as schools
have increased class sizes to deal with oanoing-budget deficits and the most desirable schools
have declared thefnselves to be full. Many students, therefore, enroll in their neighbourhood high
school. Others, seeking a wider choice of high school options, apply to the District Specific
Alfemative Programs, designed to provide enrichment for academically able, creative,‘ and
moﬁvated students in order to enroll in the most desirable high schools. Ostensibly, choice is
limited only by parents’ and students’ motivation to learn about and apply for these programmes.

The District Specified Alternative Programs.in Vancouver are open to all students in the
district and thé school board has located these programs throughout the district, ensuring that
-~ there are programs easily accessible to lower-income students within their neighbourhood
school. Although these students are not speciﬁcally'targeted for educational choices, it is
possible that providing programs in less affluent schools will help equalize educational
opportunities for those students living clbser to these schools. At the same time, however, there
is a lengthy application procedure for these schools, including academic testing and’ interviews
with the teachers, which niay dissuade many disadvantaged students from applying to the
programs or from successfully being accepted .into one of the alternative programs.

N Schools offering enriched choices may provide an educational advantage to students
en_rolled' in these programs, in relation to students in more comprehensive high school
~ programmes, and they would benefit a cross-section of qualified students. I assume they should

be expected to serve a cross-section of students and not over-represent any particular group. The
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“Vancouver School board’s locating of alternative programs throughout the district indicates an
awareness that such selective schools might be open to charges of elitism, particularly if they -
_ weré to be situated only on the more affluent west side of the city. Individual schools also
indicate that they are conpemed with addressing questions of equity. Prince of Wales Mini
School advertises that “every effort is made to ensure that each Grade 8 class is balanced, based
upon gender and repr_esentation from a broad range of elementary schools” (“Prince of Wales
Mini School”, p. 1). Education Minister Christy Clark claims that “if such schools were located
in poorer neighbourhoods, children would have equal access” (Steffenhagen, 2001, Sept. 27,
p-Al).

Do parents of Grade 7 students in Vancouver who choose to apply to District Specific
Altemativé Program_s differ from parents who send their childreﬁ to the neighbourhood high
school? Speciﬁcélly, I was interested in differences that might occur among the following
variables:

 Was family residence a significant factor in determining which parents choose alternative
progran_ls?. Were parents residing on the more-affluent West Side of Vancouver more likely than -
pé.rents in less-affluent neighbourhoods in Vancouver to apply to alternative programs and which. .
programs did they choose?

Did parents with more formal education tend to apply to alternative programs more
frequently than those with less formal education? The range of parental education included those
who did not cdmplete lﬁgh school, those who had a lﬁgh school diploma, thoSe with some post-
secondary training, those with a university undergraduate degree, and thosc_: with a graduate or
pfofessional degree. I was also interested in examining the context of the parents’ education
(public or private, North ArﬁeﬂCan or foreign) in casé this was a significant factor.

Was a difference in access to information a significant factor for parents who chose or

did not choose alternative programs for their children? Where and how did parents obtain
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informatibn about school choices in Vancouver? Was official information distributed by the
school board to all parents in the district? What networks or sources of information did parents
actually use and were these available to all parents living in all areas of Vancouver?

Did parents who choose alternative programs differ from parents who send their children
to the neighbouthood school in the criteria they consider when making their choice? Did
middle-class parents use the same criteria as working-class parents? Did parents in different
professions differ in the educational choices they make for their children? Did the choices
offered by the alternative programs seem to suit one class of parents and their children more than -
another? What role did the students and their peers play in making educational choices and was
there any difference between middle and working-class families in this respect? I studied this
question using both qualitative and quantitative techniques.

First, I interviewed Grade 7 teachers at Westview Elementafy School, on the west side of
the city, and Eastling Elementary School, on the east side. The focus of these interviews was to
explore which high school programs tended to attract parents in each school and to understand
* the teachers’ roles in providing information about high school programs. I also attended parent
information meetings for several of the District Specified Alternative Programs throughout the
district to observe what information is provided to parents and the questions asked by parents at
these meetings.

InF ebruary, I administered a questionnaire to parents of Grade 7 students at the two
elementary schools, es they were 1n the process of choosing a high school program. I asked them
to provide both demographic information (occupation, level of education) and information about
how they arrived at their school decisien (the sources of information they used to learn about
their options and the criteria used to make their decision). I expected that this survey would help |
define those attributes which may distinguish parents in Vancouver who choose to apply to

alternative programs from those who do not.
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When the data were collected, I analyzed the results to determine if there were
demographic variables that distinguish parents who choose alternative programmes from those
who register in their neighbourhood high school. This was designed to answer the question: Is
the socioeconomic disparity, which has been noted in other studies between parents exercising
choice and those who do not, also apparent in Vancouver?

Finally, I used the information provided by the p'ar_ents to ascertain whether parents who
chose alternative programs used different sources of information or criteria than parents who did
not make this choice when considering their child’s high school options. In studying this
inforrnation; I addressed the question: If a socioeconomic disparity becomes apparent between
thesé two groups of parents, could this be attributable to a difference in social or cultural capital?
Results wefe then compared to other studies, to ascertain whether they supported or contradicted

the findings of this research.
Selecting a Sample — Grade 7 Parents

I had several options when deciding how to approach this study. I could have contacted
the District Spéciﬁed Alternaﬁve Programs directly and tried to collect information from the
parents of students actually registeriﬁg in these schools. This»would have nécessitated obtaining
permission from the school board to survey. these parents and would have required the |
compliance of the mini schools and the parents. I was unsure whether I would be granted access.
to this group of parents, as access is more difficult at schools with a hjgher socioeconomic status.
I was also uncertain how much this would really tell me about parental choice. . These students
are the chosen, but do not necessarily reflect the full spectrum of students seeking to make
choices in the public school system. I was more interested in the dynamics of making'a decision

to apply to a program, whether or not the child was successful in gaining admittance to the |

school of their choice.




I decided not to survey Grade 7 students beéaUse I reasoned that choices at this age are
likely made predominately by_ the parenté, albeit with student input. I also worried about the
information children would give about their parents’ level of é_ducation and occupational status. ‘
So I decided to conduct my research at the level of parents of Grade 7 students who were
considering high school options for their children.

Initially, I proposéd studying eighteen elementary schools — one feeder school to each of
the secondary .schools in the city. Due to practical considerations of time and resources, I was
wisely advised to vrestrict my study to just two eleméntary_' schools. However, I was interested in
surveying as wide a spectrum of parents as I could, so I chose two schools on opposites sides of
the city.»I hoped to include parents with a-Variet_y of levels of education and occupations, in order
to evéluafe any differences which might differentiate those parents who choose to make an
application to an altematiVe program and those that opt for the neighbourhood school. I also |
selected schoois with approximately the same populétion of Grade 7 studénts, although it turned

out that my east-side school had an unusually high number of Grade 7 students this year.
Elementary Schools Participating in the Survey

I selected two elementary schools -- one from the‘west side of Vancouver and one from
the east side — after comparing their descriptions on the Vancouver School District website. ‘I
expected ﬁe geographic location of thesé tw§ schools to provide a contrast iﬁ ihcome, education
level of the parents, parental o.ccupation, and school culture (e.g. netwo.rks of information |
available to parents and high school programs typically chosen). But there were important
similarities between the two scﬁools. There were approximately the same number of students at
each school, and the Grade 7 students at both schools had the option éf attending a mini school

program within the high school in their catchment area.
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Early in September, after contactiné the Vancouver School Board (Appendix A) and
receiving their permission, I approached two ¢lementary school principals (Appendix B) to ask if . .
I might be permitted to speak with their Grade 7 teachers about the high school selection process
at the school and then survey parents of Grade 7 students to inquire about the high school
choices they were making with their child. The principal I approached at the school on the east
side of the city ‘agreed without hesitation and was very interested in the study. ‘She had some
suggeStions for enhahcing the success of my survey, such as offering students an incentive for
retunﬁng the surveys. On the west side of the city, if was much more difficult to gain . |
administrative support. The principal at the first school I approached was very cautious about
the idea of involving parents in the school in a survey and, when the parents were consulted, they
decided not to participate. I then approached a second school, where the teachers, and not the
| parents, were asked to decide whether they would participate in the study. Fortunately, the two |

Grade 7 teachers were very supportive. The two elementary schools are described below.
Westview Elementary School

I have called the school on the west side of the city Westview School. It is situated in an
attractive neighbourhood in Point Grey. Students from this school are in the catchment area for
Lord Byng Secondary School. At Lord Byng there is the Lord Byng Fiﬁe Arts Mini Schobi B
program which is well-known in the néighbomhood. My inférview. with the Grade 7 teacher
indiéated that this school has‘wel.l-.éducated parenté Who are actively engaged in all aspecﬁ of
tﬁéir chilciren’s education, including the selection of an appropriate high school prog.r.am‘. |
Westview had a population in 2001-2002 of more than four hundred ahd fifty students.
Programs at the school inclﬁde academic “tearﬁs”, including Destination Imagination, 'th_e _
National Math Contest and a Lego-Dacta program. One of the district"s String Progranis is on-

site and is included in the school timetable, in addition to the school’s Intermediate Music
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program.' There are also extra-curricular teams in volleyball, basketball and cross-country. Parent
volunteers are active throughout the school. It is a school in which the Grade 7 students perform
well above the district a’ver‘age. on the Foundation Skills AsseSsment (FSA)' and which received
a hjgh satisfaction rating from students and a medium satisfaction rating from the parents on the

2002 Provincial Satisfaction Survey.
Eastling Elementary School

I named the schdol on the east side of the city Eastling School, after the school my
grandmother attended in England. This sprawling school is located in an attractive east-side
Vancouver neighbourhood, close to the Burnaby border. The neighbourhood high school for . -
students at Eastling School is Killarney Secondary School. There is a mini school at Killarney,
which caters primarily to students in the Killarney catchment, despite the district’s policy that
mini schools aie equally available to all students in the district. The Killarney Mini School is a
popular program for students in the area. The Grade 7 teachers informed me that, although
parents at this school are very éupportive of teachers and interested in their children’s education,
there are differences among them in their understanding of and appreciation for the variety of
high school prografns available

In 2001-2002 Eastling had a diverse multi-ethnic, multi-lingual population of five ». -
hundred studenté. Programs at the school include pull-out enrichment programs, in vthe form of

‘twelve-week mini-workshops tovextend skills in writing, literature analysis, problem solving,
design, and artistic expression. Through the Artist-in-Residence program, two artists each year
Work with classes to offer special opportunities in Music, Drama, Art, and Dance. - There are also

extra-curricular activities, including inter and intra mural sports, chess and art clubs, choir and

! The Foundation Skills Assessment (FSA) is a standardized test of reading, writing, and
numeracy given annually to students in Grades 4, 7, and 10 in British Columbia schools.
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strings. Parents at this school actively support curricular and extra curricular activities. It is a
school in which the Grade 7 students perform_at or below the district average on the Foundation
Skills Assessment but which received a high satisfaction rating from both students and parents

on the 2002 Provincial Satisfaction Survey.
Chardcteristics of the Grade 7 Teacher Interview Population

There were two Grade 7 teachers at Westviéw. Shelagh had been teaching for twelve
yeafs and had taught at two other Vancouver schools, as well as Westview. Anne had téught fér
thirteen years .and had also taught at two other Vancouver schools. Both teachers had taught
Grade 7 at the school for about four years. They were team-teaching.th_.e Sixty?two Grade 7
- students, sharing respohsibility for various curricular areas. Shelagh had two childreh, who
attended a French immérsion school. Anne had two preschool children and was currently
researching which elementary school program she would choose for her kindergarten child. As
parents, both these teachers actively practiced school choice, although their children had not yet |
- made the transition to high school.

There were two Grade 7 teachers and one Grade 6/7 teacher at Eastling. Tina had been
teaching for seven years in a variety of schools throughout Vancouver and had been at Eastling
for four years. Maurceﬁ had taught at several Vancouver schools for twelve years and had been é
teacher at Eastling for eight years. Sharon had been teaching for sixt¢en yéars, also ata number
of schools on the east and west side of Vancouver, and had been at Eastling for two years.
Neitiler Tina nor Sharon had children. Mauréen had a teenage daughtér attending her
neighbourhood school in New Wesuninét-e;r; she seemed to be most in tune with-am.(ieties
expressed by parents when sending their first child to high school and Was the most proactive

about informing students and parents about the options that are available at Killarney.
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Interviews with Grade 7 Teachers

I arranged to interview the teachers at Westview before school one morning-in the last..
wéek before the Christmas break. When I arrived at the school at 8:00 a.fn., one of the teachers
was absent. I met with the other one, and we spoke for approximately forty-five minutes. She
was able to answér questi§ns for both teachefS, due to the fact that they teach the sixty-two
Grade 7 students as a teém.

My interview w1th the three Grade 7 teachers at Eastling took plaqe after school, in the
first week after the Christmas break. Their meeting with me at this time was incredibly
generous, given that they had also attended a 7:45 a.m. breakfast meeting with the counselors,
teachérs and administrators at the high school to discuss the articulation process. We spoke for

about one hour.

At botﬁ of these interviews, I used prepared Questions (Appendix D). The first questions
provided details about their teaching exﬁeﬁence and whether or not they themsélves had
children. Iincluded the latter inquiry because it occurred to me that my advice to the parents of

Grade 7 students in my class changed after my own children were in high school and I had some
firsthand knowiedge ébout. the various options tﬁat were available. I wondered if this might be
true for other teachers. Thgn I aéked aboﬁt the échool commuﬁity: the hiéh scﬁools thaf vstudenté
typically go to; how they learn about the neighbéurhood lﬁgh school and other oi)tions; whaf
teachers tell parents about the programs.  Finally, I asked the teachers to describe the paients in
terms of their involvement in the elementary school, their advocacy on behalf of theif children,
tﬁe information they seek from teaéhers, and the networks that teachefs bélie§e ther use tc; o
research school programs that are available in Vancouvér. Their responses to these questions are

in Chapter Four.
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Parent Information Nights at the Mini Schools

For fwo weeks, from January 14 — January 31, I attended eight of the parent information
| nights offeréd by thé mini school prbgrams throughout the city. At these meetingé, I observed
the parents as they arrived and noted any comments they made abouf their impréssions of the
i)rograms. During the preéentaﬁbﬁ bsf eacl.lr mini séhobl, I compared what each f)rdgram offered
students, the apparent educatiohai philoséphy, the benefits and costs of each program, and the
selection process as described by the presenters, both staff and students. Then I noted the
quesﬁons being asked by parents to try to ascertain what hopes and concerns they‘hbad énd how
they were comparing the various programs around the district. By the eighth meeting, I was
starting to recognize other parents and their children; I was not the only one aftending a number

of mini school information meetings. These observations are recorded in Chapter Four.

Characteristics of the Grade 7 Pdrent Survey Population

Teachers at Westview characterized parents at the school as very well-educated and
informed about educational programs for their children. Although the teachers were in constant
contact with parents throughout the year, these parents were less dependent‘ on the teachers’
assessments of their child in relation to the options available to them. A former teacher af this
school described these parents as very influential in school deci'sion-making._ They were equally
pro-active when defending eduéational options like the String Program, which th¢y valued, or
| questioning administrative decisions with which they disagreed.

Parenﬁ at Eastling were described as more highly educated than other east-side schools
in which the teachers had taught. There was some discussion among the teachers as to how
involved most parents were in their child’s education, although parents were always respectful

* towards teachers and supportive of the school in general. The large number of parents for whom
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English is not a first language was cited as a possible reason for the relatively low turnout to the
Parent Advisory Council and might be responsible for what one teacher seemed to feel was a
lack of initiative. Further details of the education and occupations of both groups of parents are

contained in the research findings and analysis in Chapter Five.
Surveys Administered to Grade 7 Parents

The survey uséd in this study (Appendix E) was divided into four sections. The first sét
of questions was intended to identify the high vschool(s) parents were considéring for theii‘ éhild.
One question asked them to list all schools to which they had applied. I also asked spe‘ciﬁcéiiy
whéther they had applied to any of a list of mini school programs. This éection was uééd to
diffefeptiate between the parents who chose a Distn'ét Specified Altemative Program (or anothér
option) and thos¢ who chose the neighbourhood high school. | |

The second section dealt with Sources of Information About High School Programs. I
listed fourteen possible sources of information and asked parents to indicate for each source
- whether they Strongly Disagreed, Disagreed, Agreed, or Strongly Agreed that it was influential
when they were making decisions about high school options. I also gave parents an opportunity
to indicate any other sources of information that helped them reach a deéision.

In the third section I listed thirty-four criteria that parents might consider when =
evaluating a high school program for their child and asked parents to indicate whethér each
criterion was Not at all Important, Somewhat Important, Very Important, or Extremely Important
in their decision-making. There was also spacé for them to comment further on the criteria that
they felt Were most important.

Finally, I asked parents to indicate.where 'they themselves attended high school, the
highest level of education they had completed, what occupation'they usually had, and what

language was spoken in their home. This sect_ion pfovided the demographic information that I
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used to evaluate whether or not there is a diﬁ’erence between parents who choose District
Specified Alternative Programs and those that choose the neighbourhood high school.

| For the most part, I was pleased with the information the survey provided. One section
that I would alter, however, is the “Sources of Information About High School Programs”. After
some discussion and a great deal of thought, I provided parents with fourteen statements, to
which they respond¢d with one of the following: Strongly Disagree; Disagree; Agree; or
Strongly Agree. An earlier version of the questionnaire also included “Does Not Apply”. I took
this optidn out on the final version, after being adviséd that if a parent did not use a source l‘ike
the internet, they would indicate that they .“Strongly Disagree” with the statement “The internet
'was..a valuable source of information about programs”. In filling out the survey, however, several
parents either left thi_s statement blank or wrote that it did not apply to them. If I were to reuse
| thls questionnaire, I would reinstate the “Does Not Apply” option. I would also, at the end of the
“Criteria for Choosing a High School” section, ask parents to list their top three (or five) criteria.
Several parents spontaneously did this in the space provided for them to write any other

considerations and I found this extra information interesting.
Data Collection Procedures

The surveys were colour coded, to differentiate between the two schools and to evaluaté .
whether volunteer bias resulted in a larger percentage of returns from one school than the other.
I also used a different fbnt on the envelopes in whichb the questionnaires were returned in order to
track returns from each of the five teachers’ classes. Other than these colour codes and
differentiated envelope labels, the questionnaires were anonymous. I was assured that

translations of the questionnaire should not be necessary, as all parents either have access o

translators.or are fluent enough in English to understand and fill out the questionnaire. This may




net have been true, as indicated by some of the answers received on the surveys and the
conversations I had with some par’eﬁts after the surveys were collected.

I had originally planned to hand out my surveys in the schools during the first week of
February, right after the January 31° application deadline for all of the District Speeiﬁed
Alternaﬁve .Programs. This was also immediately after the students had written the district-
adnlinistered Canadian Test of Cognitive. Skills, a requirement of all applicants to a mini school
program. I hoped to obtain the parents’ feedback on their school choices after their application
was complete but. before the students had begun the individual selection processes administered
by each mini school. T also wanted to have my responses returned before students began to hear,
on ‘F riday, March 14™, whether they were going to be offered a spot at one of the mini schools. I
felt tﬁat, once students were no longer hopeful about being accepted into the programs to which

they had applied, they might not wish to share the fact that they had made an unsuccessful
application. |

My scheduled distribution of the surveys was delayed, however, because the Parent
- Satisfaction Surveys were handed out to parents of Grade 4 and 7 students during that same first
week of February. I postponed the distribution of my survey until the third week in February, by
which time I assumed the Parent Satisfaction Surveys would have been filled eut and returned.
The distribution and collection of my surveys was done by the principal at Eastling and the-
teachers at Westview. While both schools were conscientious about reminding students to return -
their surveys, neither> wished to sehd a reminder notice. Another time, I would try harder to send
a reminder to the parents, as it might have resulted in a higher return rate. I collected all the
returned surveys in the second week of March, before students began to hear about their
placem_ents for September.

At Eastling, the principal called all the Grade 7 students together and explained that this

survey was to go home to their parents but that the students could assist them if necessary with
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translating and filling them out. Students returning a survey would receive a pencil from the
principal. She handed out the surveys to all the Grade 7 students during the third week in
February. Of eighty-two surveys distributed, thirty-six (44%) were returned.

At Westview, the two teachers handed out the surveys to their own classes during the
third week in February. They, too offered a pencil to students returning a survey and were
surprised at how enthusiastic the students were. about this simple incentive. Out of sixty-two
surveys distributed, thirty-one (50%) were returned, but one was not completely filled out and |
could not be used in the analysis. Although the return rate was moderately low, I was pleased to
have approximately the same number and ‘percentage of surveys returned from both schools. I
attrigute the lower percentage of surveys returned from Eastling, m part, to the larger population
of parents for whom English is not a first language. It is possible fhat I received a
disproportionate number of surveys from non-immigrants or more highly-educated parents at thisv
school. However, when I analyzed the results of the surveys from Eastling, there were a number
of families (72%) who reported that English is not the language normally spoken at home and
several (36%) Who indicated that they had no post-secondary education. The data must, of
course, be treated with caution, but they provide valuable information.

When the surveys were returned, I separated them according to which school they
represented and whether the parent chose a District Specified Alternative Program or the
neighbourhood high school. Those who chose neither public school alternatives nor the
‘neighbourhood school (e.g. they choée a private school or were crossing school catchment areas)

were included with the parents who made choices other than the neighbourhood school.
Data Organizati'on and Analysis

I entered the data into Excel because it was immediately available to me and I found it

easy to become familiar with the program. Using the spreadsheet, I coded the responses to the
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snrvey quéstions, as explained in Chapter 5, then analyzed the results by tabulating the responses
given by the parents to each question. I chose to do this analysis myself because I felt I would be
more aware of patterns as they developed if I were personally involved in the tabulation and
analysis of the data.

I first coinpared these two options -- choosing an alternative program and attending thc
neighbourhood high school -- according to family residence (west side or east side of the city),
level of educaiion and occupation of mothers and fathers. Then I considered the sources of
information and ciiteria that parents indicated they used when selecting a high'school.

I also made a follow-up call to the two schools, once students knew for sure whether or
not they had been accepted into a mini school pro grain or_another private school option to record
the high school programs they will be attending in September, 2003. This information is also
recorded in Chapter Five. -

Oﬁgineilly I planned to follow up the survey with interviews of parents who volunteered
to share with me their experiences in making school choices. On the survey, I invited parents to

- fill in their name and phone number if they were willing to be contacted after the survey was |
complete. Two parents from Westview and ten from Eastling, all of whom chose to apply to the
neighbourhood school, did indicate that they were willing to be interviewed. Unfortunately,
when I tried to arrange to meet with these parents, it proved very difficult to organize a time and

. space for these meetings. Had I been conducting this study in Burnaby, rather than Vancouver, I.
believe it might have been easier to negotiate using the school as a meeting place. I also had
difficulty communicating with several of the parents responding from Eastling and wondered if
some of them really understood what they were volunteering for when they filled in their name
and phone number. Fortunately, many parents wrote comments on their snrveys and [ finally

decided, a little regretfully, to use this feedback, rather than conducting interviews.
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Ethical Considerations and Credibility (Survey Bias)

I received permission for the study from the Ethics Committee at _the University of British
Columbia. I also secured permission froin the Vancouvef Schbbl Board, as well as the
elementary school administrators, teachers, and parents at each school. In these appfovals, I
promised to ensure the confidentiality of participants in the survey. I also offered to share my
analysis' of the data at the end. I plan to write a summary of my ﬁhdings for the two schools |
which participated and the Vancouver School Board. I will also submit a one-page summary of
my research to the Office Of Graduate Programs and Researéh, in partial fulﬁihnent of the terms
of a research gfant given to me by the University of BC

I cannot know how representative the parents who replied to my sﬁrvey are, compared to
those in the school who did not reply. However, the inforfnation I was givén concenﬁng which
high schools these students will be attending in September did not differ significantly from the -
data I collected about the school applications that parents were making. Because of the selective
nature of the Mini Schools, they may not be representative of other school choice options, like
' the magnet séhools elsewhere that are available by a lottery system, and would certainly not a
represent programmes, like the Milwaukee voucher program, that are specifically targeted
towards needy students. Nevertheless, this s.tudy. brdvides some information about how
adecjuately the Vancou\_'gr chhool Board has addressed the.issue 6f équity of access to its
alternative programmes and Mini Schools, in its advertising of thése optibﬁs anci as a result of
locating them throughout Vancouver. It may also indicate whether the Minister of Education is

correct in her assertion that “if [magnet] schools were located in poorer neighbourhoods, children

would have equal access” (Vancouver Sun, Sepf. 27,p. Al).




Chapter IV — Research Findings from Interviews and Observations

Before administering the survey to parents in the two elementary schools, I explored the
culture of each school in interviews with the Grade 7 teachers. These interviews helped me to
interpret the data parents provided on the surveys. I also attended eight of the parent information
nights at the mini schools, in order to gain a better undefstaﬁdingv of the process of choice and the
programs parents in Vancouver are offered through these schools. This chapter describes the

qualitative part of my study of high school choice.
The Teacher InteryieWs

In order to understand the context in which parents at the .two elementélry schools were
making high school choices, I arranged an intefview with the Grade 7 teachers at each of the
schools. My intention was to get the teachers’ impressions of the school culture, including the
involv-ement.that parents had in their children’é education while at elementary school, the
networks of information that were available and used by parents at each school, and the choices
parents typically made when selecting high schools. T also wanted to understand how
information about high school programs is passed on to parents by the teachers, the high school,
the district, or other sources. Finally, I hoped to determine the teachers’ own feelings about the
high school choices that are offered to parents in Vancouver. I wanted to know who they felt
these programs were most likely to benefit and how they pfomoted them with their students and
their parents. I also wanted to uhderstand, froni their perspectives, how high school choices are
made at their school. These interviews painted a picture of two very different school

communities.
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Westview Elementary School

The Grade 7 teacher at Westview School stated that parents vhav.e very high standards in
terms of their children’s education. She expectéd that, “out of sixty kids, there will be twenty that
will apply [to alternative programs] and for Byng Arté, there will be at Ieast twenty-five to
thirty”. Had she been correct in her prediction, as many as 50% of her students would have
chosen educational alternatives. From her perspective, choosing educational options is important
at Westview. Based on my data, she only slightly oirerestimated the nﬁmber of parents involved
in choice. Half of the parents at Westview returned the survey and, of these, 43% indicated that
they were choosing options other than Lord Byng.

One thing she did not tell me, because I did not ask, was that a significant number of
students at Westview had_ already crossed a school catchment bbundary in order for their child to
attend Westview, réther thah their neighbourhood élementa.ry school. This becé.me significant
when four families indicated on their surveys that they were sending their children to high
schools other than Lord Byng. The first time I analyied my data, I decided to include these
parents with the group that chose alternatives to the. neighbourhood high school, thinking that,
although they were not applying tb a District Specified Alternative Program, they were making a
choice other than the neighbourhood high school. HoWever, thése .s.tudents were aétually |
returning to their neighbourhood school as thej; made the transition to high school..va I were to‘ |
repeat the study, one of the questions onv thé questidhnaire would be whether the child was
attending £heir neighbourhood elementary school.

Anne commented that parents “aré advoéates for their.kids” and that “in-this school there
are very few kids whose parenfs are not ﬁghf at the foréfron . When asked about choices
parents make, she ariswcred t:hat “there’s Point Grey, there’s Kits, Point Grey Mini, P.W. Mini,

the Arts Program at Byng, some kids will go to U Hill because it’s a smaller school ...but

46




“generally speaking most of the kids will go to Byng”. Apparently, parents ask the teachers
“should they go to private schools?...last year we had at least five kids go to private schools”_
and “there’s a lot of sharing among each other about where people have gone. There’s kids doing
gynlnastics or music so we kind of get to know about Magee, the Arts Program at Magee”.

- Teachers at Westview talk to the parerits about altematiQe programs throughout the year and
former students who have gone to alternative brograms are made available by the teachers to
advise parents seekirlg information about these programs. Generally, though, these are described
as being very proactive and well-educated parents who are comfortable seeking information for

themselves through a variety of networks and using it to their child’s best educational advantage.
Eastling Elementary School

I met with thlee teachers, .Sharon, Maureen, and Tina, al this sprawling east-side school
after school one day. We had an hour-long discussion about the parent community at the school |
and hbw each teacher made information about high school brograms alvzlilable to students and
parents. Having all three teachers present at the same lnterview resulted in an interesting
discussion about educational philosophy.

Teachers described Eastling as a school where parents are “quite kllowledgéable” and
comparatively well-educated. There Was_some discussidll among the three teachéls about how .‘
lnvolved parents are in their children’s schooling. Although there was a very high turn-out for
parent-teacher conferenceé, there is a very small Pafent Ad\lisofy Council group. While Sllaron
and Tina were impressed with the parental involvement in their children’s eduéation, Maureen
observed that “parents are respectful of teachers [but] some of them really don’t know what’s |
going on here...I don’t see lhem as being that involved”. |

When I asked about school choices made By parents, Maureen felt that “they genelally

tend to like Killarney” because “they don’t want their kids to take the bus or go further than they
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héve to if they can’t drive them...the distance plays a part of that”. Tina also felt that Killarney
“has a go'bd reputation as a school...they feel> that there’s lots of interesting subjects, so they’re
attracted to the school”.

I then asked about how parents learn about alternative programs and an interesting
discussion'én'sued. Each of the three teachers deals with the issue of informing students and
pérents about their educational options différently and this had an impact of the results of my
survey. Tina began, by explaining that

the kids &e always the first to bring it up.. .. I kind of tell them that this is the option. Ill

let you know what the options are. It’s not the best choice for everyone, but it might be

right for you. You have to think about it and discuss it with your parents. I say if you’re

really interested in academics, you doﬁ’t have to be in a special program to do really well
and get into.university. Itry and just make it so that they know it’s there. I’m not trying
to bad-mouth it either...I’ve never actually éuggested to a child or a parent myself that
they should involve their child .or apply for a school. I only ever do that if the parents are -
leading into that, if _th'ey start asking about it or they ask about high school, what the
options are. I’ve never gone up to a child and told them I think you should...That’s just
me.

Maureen had a different approach. Of the three teachers, she gave students the most
specific directions about what they had to do to learn about the mini schpol and make the

| application. She volﬁnteered that

I like to give them as much information as possible. The advantages and the

disadvantages of being in a program like that and also what they’re going to have to'do --

taking the math test and the interview. I think it’s really impbrtant. There are some
students that want to do it just because they think it’s the “in” thing to do. They’re not

really interested in being in a mini school, they just maybe want to be with friends or they
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consider it to be a status symbol to Be in the school, so I try to give them as much
information as possible, but I also tell them that they have to do the research themselves.
If they ’re really, really interested in doing this, they have to talk to their parents, they
have to start phoning thg high schools and getting information. -So, I kind of leave it in
“their hands, but I élso do tend to hand out to cgrtain students that I think would benefit
from the program, because I feel some students may not be confident in their abilities,
even if they are very high-achieving students. They might not feel they’re appropriate for
the program, so I will take; them aside and talk to them and say this is an opportunity for
you; but you need to do the researéh. |
Sharon was the most ambivalent about the mini sghool program. Her response was that
I have to admit fhat I’m not sure that I agree w1th the mini school. Because they are there,
because they are a choice right now, when we had our parent conferences in November,
was talking to parents. I brought it up at the conferences because the time line is really
quick. There’s no time to really think about it or find out, so parents don’t know. So I
don’t do what you do [Maﬁreen] because I don’t think there are enough varied programs
that really do augmenf for all the kids. I don’t promote it necessarily for all the students
because I know that they’re not going to qualify for all the programs that are being
offered. Today even [at the articulation meeting] they said just because you’ve got all
‘A’s, there’s only twenty-eight kids out of how many hﬁndreds that apply.
When the survey results came back, eight of the sixteen families applying to the mini
sch061 had children in Maureen’s class, six were in Tina’s class, and two were from Sharon’s
class. The teachers who were more proactive about advertising the options had more families

apply, and it is possible that the teacher’s behaviour may account for the difference.
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Parent Information Meetings at the Mini Schools

After meeting with the Grade 7 teachers, 1 began to attend the information meetings that
each of the District Specrﬁed Alternatlve Programs prov1de so that parents can become more
mformed about the programs avallable and the applrcatlon procedures for each pregram Over a
perrod of two weeks, I attended eight mini school and two high school information mghts. ‘While
attending parent meetings, I 'gained‘ an appreciation for the similarities and differences among the
programs. [ also got a sense of which schools are considered to be most desirable on the east and
west side of the city and some of the concerns and hope that parents brought to these meetihgs,
along with their children. I describe the schools below in the order of their importance to the
parents in this study, followed by a nurnber of schools whose meetings I was not able to attend
because they conflicted w1th other meetlngs

The Byng Arts Mllll School, accordmg to its descrlptlon on the Vancouver School Board

‘ Webs1te, “is dedicated to the student whose energy and passion are directed towards the Fine

Arts” (“Byng Arts Mini School”, p. 1). Specifically, they oﬁ’er enriched programs in Visual
| Arts,_Band and Wind Ensembles, String Orchestra, T.V. and Film Production, and
Drama/Theatre. The focus on a specific curricular area makes the Byng Arts Mini School unique
among the mini school programs in Vancouver. All of the other mini schools emphasize
academic enrichment and target academically gifted students. |

B.ecause this mini school is located in the high school which is also the neighbourhood

school for orle of the elementary schools in my study, I was particularly interested in learning
more about this prograrn. I arrended the parent information nreetin_g in the auditorium at Lord
Byng Secondary School on Tuesday, January 14, 2003, along with approx1mately three hundred
and fifty parents and students. At this meeting, we were told by the Cumculum Informatlon

~ Coordinator, that this four-year—old program was “born out of a desire to create a community of
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| people who are interested in the arts, both faculty and students”. She also informed us that “It’s a
community where we really encourage both academic excellence and creativity”. Academic
excevllence,_at this mlm schoél, hbwever, is not the only criteria. The Application Information‘
Coordinator told us that “we’re not looking for the top academicistudents, like lsoint‘Grey or
P.W. Mini. We’re looking at students who have a C+ or bettér. "_fheﬁ we call yoﬁ in for an |
audition.” Her comments revealed an acknoWledged academic hierarchy among the District
Specified Altefnate Probgrams, with Point Grey, Eric Hamber, and Prince of Wales Mini Schools
consistently at the top. The. Byng Arts Mini School does nof consider its‘elf to be among the
academiéally elite programs. |
Here I first learned about the application procedure that was réquired for all the Mini
Schools. Students had to complete an application form. Some schools a‘sked‘for 1etters of
recommendation or a short personal essay as part of the application. All of the applications had
to be submitted to the schools by Friday, January 31*. Some schools even specified the time of |
day (e.g. by 4:00 p.m.). This year, for the first time the district tried to streamline the application
process by having a single entrance exam for all the mini schools. The Canadian Test of
I. Cognitive Skills was to be written, at a variety of high school sites aroﬁnd Vanéouver, on
| January 29" and then the results were forwarded to all the schools to which the student had
applied. All of the mini schools, however, were continuing té administer their own selection
procesé, typicallyl involving another written test and an i_nterview. I heard several parents
coniplain that the CTCS was simply an additional hurdle to students applying for these
programs. After these tests and interviews, eéch mini school would draw up a list of Sfudents |
who would be offered spaces in their program. A waiting list would also bé prepared, in case
some students were offered Spots in more than one program and had to decline an offer. All
students were to know about their placém‘ent (or lack tﬁereof) by fhe end of March so they could

vapply to their neighbourhood high school if their application were unsuccessful.
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Some program application tips for parents and students were given at this meeting. For
example, students were advised to apply to more than one area (e.g. Band and Visual Art) in
order to enhance their chaﬂces of being accepted into the program. If they did not qualify in one
area, they might be admitted in another. Since the Byng Arts Mini School can accommodate
thirty Art studerits, thirty Music students, and thirty Drama students, there is an opportunity for
interestod studenfs to make three‘applications to the same mini school program. I found it
interesting thot this information was only provided at the meeting, not in the brochure that the
school distributed. Unless parents were at the meeting or had contact with others who knew
about this advice, their child might be at a disadvantage when applying to the program.

Once admitted, students in the program are streamed in their academic classes in order
“to allow them to get to know each other, meet other students in other-disciplines and really work
on developing that community”. Thus this mini school community operates as a “school within a
school”; they are‘ part of the neighbourhood school, yet a community unto themselves. AsI
discovered in this study, the smaller community seems to be even more significant to parents
choosing this option than the Fine Arts focus.

Killarney Mini School is the District Specified Alternative Program that is located in the
neighbourhood school for Eastling School. My survey shows that this mini school was -
overwhelmingly the program selected by parents at the east-side school who chose alternate
programs.

Alone among the District Speciﬁed Alternative Programs, Killaroey Mini School
advertises that its first criterion for selection is that students reside within the Killarney
oatchment area. Although it also states in the brochure that the Killarney Mini School is a
District program open to all students in Vancouver, there is an unapologetic bias in favour of
students in the area. During the meeting, we were informed that this school began as a school

initiative, not a district program, and the staff decided, after some debate, to keep the school -
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vcatch‘ment requirement as part of the entrance criteria. Three-quarters of the spaces in the school
are reserved for students in the catchment. It Qccurred to me that a west-side school would never
have been allowed to publish such an exclusive policy without being branded elitist. While |
protecting these spaces may help east-side students gain more equitable access to the school, I
‘wondered about the relative reputation of Killarney’s ‘mini school, since nobody seemed to be
afraid that it might be_ considered elitist to exclude other students in the district.

I attended the parent information meeting at Killarney Secondary School’s auditorium on
Wednesday, January 22, 2003. It was a two-part affair. At 6:00, those parents who were - |
interested 1n the mini school met in the auditorium for é one-hour information session.
Approximately two hundred and fifty parents and students attended this meeting. They were
joined at 7:00 by anoth_ér three hundred and fifty parents and students for the information
| meeting about the regular grade eight program. Several parents arriving at 7:00 were surprised

to learn that there was an earlier meeting. I wondered how these meetings were advertised.

Before the meeting began, I overheard a mother in front of me trying to.convince her
- daughter thgt “you want to go to a high end school that will get you into university”. She was

very irhpressed with Point Grey’s presentation the night before and informéd a friend that “Point
Grey makes this look like kindergartén. They have so much stuff”. She also informed her friend
that she and her daughter had been to éix mini school meetings and I had the impression that her

daughter was applying to all of them.

The principal bégan the mini school meeting by asking, “Kids in the aﬁdience, how many
of you live in Killarney’s catchment?” Virtually all of the hands went up, including the girl in
front of me. She then told them that only twenty-eight of the estimated two hundred to two

“hundred and fifty applicant§ would be selectgd for the mini school and ufged them all to “think
of yourselves as students in Killarey Grade 8, not mini students”. I recalled the teachers at

Eastling School sharing that, during the high school articulation process, representatives from
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Killarney “were talking about how concerned they ‘ar'e about the students who apply for the mini
school and don’t get accepted...so they’ré_ now developing extra-curricular programs so that
those kids who didn’t gef aﬁcepted into mini school get play time with their buddies who got into
the mini school.” They also commented that “it sounds like they’re wanting to try to sell the
regular pr_o'grarh. ..with less emphasis on the mini school. That’s the messagé that they were
trying té get across to us’,; . This was clearly the message being delivered to those parents and
students who attended the information méeting, as well. Later m the presentation, when
discussing the tesﬁng and interview process, a Killarney teacher commented that “Our hearts go
out to all candidates” and “we always end up happy with the students chosen, but we’re never
comfortable with ‘the kids that don’t make it’ ”. She requested that parents help alleviate their
child"s‘ aﬁxiety about getting in or not. When one parent asked “What makes this mini school so
special?” the rather defensive answer was “It’s not a competition; it’s a choice. Each mini school
is different. You have a choice.” It would appear that at least some of the staff, and perhaps the
administration, are sensitive about the possible elitism of having a selective alternative program
in the school.

Parents at this meeting were told that teacher and principal recommendations for students
entering the program should not be written “because teachers don’t like fo single out students”.
Teachers were expected to discuss individual students during the articulation meetings, but not
submit a Written. recommendation. I wondered how this worked for students from schools

“outside of Killarney’s cat_chment area, whose teachers do not attend an articulation meeting.

Criteria for student selection, apart frorh being from one of six elementary schools in the
éatchment area, include students who are verbal, involved in the school and community and not
shy or a rote learner. There is an effort to ensure gender equality. Students who are not fluent in

~ English are not encouraged to apply. In this east-side neighbourhood, with its high population of

immigrants, that English requirement alone would exclude a number of students.




I stayed for the regular high school meeting, as well, but did not take part in the school

“walkabout”. On my way out to the parking lot a mother, who may have recognized me from a

. previous meeting, struck up an impassioned conversation. She began by fuming that she was

frustrated with Vancouver’s cross-boundary policy, which makes it almost impossible to choose

~which high school she wants her daughter to attend. She and her daughter live in an east-side

- high school’s catchment and she does not want her daughter going there. Her first choice would

be to send her to a neighbouring west-side high school, but she is applying to a variety of mini
schools fo avoid having to send her to her own school -- a school that she believes to be |
undesirable, academically and in terms of safety.

Point Grey Mini School was consistently cited at other mini school information nights

as being the most aéadcmically elite and exclusive of the District Specified Alternative

Programs. Only one student in my study.applied to this program, as well as the Prince of Wales

Mini School. Before attending the mini school meetings, I contacted each school and asked if
they would send me an information package. I expected, since most of these programs are

designed for the benefit of students residing in Vancouver, that my living in Burnaby might have

been a‘ problem when I asked them to send information. However, Point Grey Mini School was

the only program that refused to send their information outside of the district. From my first

contact with the school, I was aware that_this was the most exclusive of the schools I visited. .
This attractive west-side high school elicited a number of admiring comments from

parents before the meeting. Comments like “This is bigger than Magee’s auditorium™ and

“P.W.’s auditorium is bigger” also indicated that many of these families had also beento a

number of information nights in the past two weeks and I felt a sense of competition among

parents choosing the “best” schools.
I attended the parent information night for both the mini school and the regular high

school program in the auditorium at Point Grey Secondary School on Tuesday, January 21, 2003,
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aiong with clése to one thousand parents and students. This was by far the largest meeting that I '
attended. We were told that they expected to receive between three hundred fifty and four
hundred applicatioﬁs for'_th-ixty spots in Grade 8. |

This is also one of the oldest mini schools, having been in existehce as a district
enrichnient program since 1979. We were told that it is “not an accelerated program like
Hamber Mini”, but a more enriched curriculum. Students were told that “if you are not at least a
‘B’ student, this is not the school for you”.

Although ‘the district mandates that all students applying for a District Specified
Alternative Program must write the Canadian Test bof Cognitive Skills, Point Grey’s mini school
does not use the district exam as part of their as_seSsment; they administer their own writing
exeréise and math problem-solving exercise. From the foﬁr hundred and fifty applicants who
complete these exercises, one hundred will be selected for an interview involving the student, the
| parents and two teachers. Following these interviews thirty students, ﬁfteen boys and fifteen
girls, are chosen. Ten will be from Point Grey’s catchment; the other twenty will be from “all
- over the city”. Diversity is advertised as being a strong point of this program, but I had to wonder
about thét claim vyhen the fpllowing information was given.

Parents in this program are not only expected to be active in fund-raising and on field
trips, but to provide, if they are able, workshops and programs for the students. This seemed to
me to be likely fo exclude more working-class parents, without the time or the specialized skills
to contribute to the'ptogram; While other mini schools may have similar policies in practice, this
meeting set the most exclusvive tone of any of ﬂle mini school meetings I attended.

When parents asked about the éost of the program, they were told that “trips cost about
$800 per year... It does not cost a lot of money”. Perhaps $800 is not a lot of money for parents
in Point Grey’s catchment, but it would be prohibitive to many families on the east side of .

Vancouver. I wondered how many families at Point Grey’s mini school ask for subsidies for field
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trips. I left the meeting behind a father who appeared to be trying to talk his son out of applying
to the mini school, reminding him that the odds of his being one of thirty students selected out of
four hundred applicants were not very good. I wondered if the exclusive tone at the meeting was
deliberately adopted in order to dissuade students from applying for an oversubscribed program.
John Qliver Mini School is an accelerated program in a small group setting, leading to -
Advanced Placement courses in the senior grades. I attended the parent information night in the
library at John Olivef Secondary School, on Wednesday, January 15, 2003, along' with
approximately seventy-five parents and students. This program did not seem as popular as the
Byng Arts M1n1 School, Whose meeting I had attended the night before. Prior to the meeting, I
ovefheafd parents sharing that they were interested in John Oliver’s mini school because “they
have lots of field trips”, “they have just one teacher, like in elementary”, “kids will be more
foeused”, “they are looking for kids who think out of the box”, “J.O. Mini allows them to learn
in their own way” and “other programs are more elitist”. During the presentatio_n to the parents;
~ the strengths ‘of the program were presented as the acceleration of academics, leading to
Advanced Placement courses in Grades 11 and 12, students’ participation in academic -
competitions and outdoor activities, leadership opportunities, and the 'compu.ter program.
Although the students have a separate building, where they are together for some of their core
curriculum subjects, they are integrated with the regular school for other classes and for
electives. Mini school students are encouraged to take leadership roles in the school community.
Some program application tips were given to the families attending the meeting. Unlike
the policy shared at Killarney’s meeting, parents here were told that if they could get a written
teacher recommendation from the elementary school, this would give a student “a definite
| advantage at John Oliver Mini School”. The other selection procedure used, in addition to the
district-mandated test, was a writing test and a ten-minute interview. Parents were warned not to

wait until the deadline to apply.
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When students in the program spoke about how they felt, some interesting comments
were that “This program is good for kids vwho are social and academically motivated” and
“Youw’ll be classified as the smart people. People look up to yéu”. In response to a question
about how they felt about applying to John Oliver Mini School last year, one student said “I only
applied to John Oliver Mini and was accused of being ‘cocky’ ”. Another rerﬁarked that she
applied -to severai mini schools and chose J ohn Oliver. A third student had a sister who
recommended the program. Some parents asked questions indicating that costs were a concern. |
My impression, ﬁom the questions asked was that most of the parents were less affluent than
parents at the Byng Arts Mini School meeting. I wondered whether John Oliver’s Mini School
would attract many parents from further west in Vancouver, or if most of the applicants were
frorri the ‘east side and many_fro_m the school datchment area. |

David Thompson’s Odyssey Program claims to be unique among the District Specified
Alternate Programs because students in the prograni do not stay together as a group all the time.
It is not a program that provides a closé_—knit student community. Nor does it provide extended
field trips “because we’re not funded for it”; typical of east-side schools, there is a sensitivity
about asicing parents to fund school activities and, therefore fewer expensive field trips. The
focus of the Odyssey Program is exclusively academic.

I attended the parent information night in the auditorium at David Thompson Secondary -
Schbo‘l on Thursday, January 16, 2003, along with approximately one hundred and .twenty-ﬁve
parents and students. We were greeted by the Head of the Odyssey Program, who informed us
that she also had two high-school aged. children and understood that “we’re all trying to get our
éhildren into the best programs available”. She then described how the progrém provides
enrichment courses in English, Social Studies, Science, Mathematics, and French. Not all
studenté in the program take enriched courses in all subjects. Some only take enrichment courses

in English, French, and Social Studies, while others take the enriched Math/Science courses.
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Two thirds of the thirty students in this year’s Grade 8 group do enriched courses in both
Humanities and Sciences. Students are integrated with the rest of the school for electives.

| Students and parents were advised that “if you’re an E.S.L. student and are receiving
support for English, do not apply for this or any other Alternative Program.” They were then
reassured that “if you’re good in math [but not English] you will be placed in an appropriate
math level”. Since the vast majority of parenté and students at the meeting were Asian and most.
of the discussion around me was not in English, I guessed that there might be an issue in the |
school about students with weak skills in English and strong math skills feeling excluded frbm
enrichment opportunities' like the mini school program;

The Britannia Venture Program describes itself on the program brochure as a “World
Mini School”. It is located in an East Vancouver high school that considers itself to be a
| Community School educational experience in a multicultural setting. Although this mini school,
like the other District Specified Alternative Programs, is an academically challenging program
and prépares many of its students for the International Baccalaureate program at the school, the
focus seems to be much more globai than any of the other mini schools I learned about in this
stﬁdy. The themés of “commimity” and “cultural diversity” were reiterated throughout the parent
information evening on Monday, January 20, 2003.

I attended this meeting with approximately one hundred parents and students in the Staff
Lounge at Britannia Secondary School. The International Baccalaureate Coordinator explained
that the Venture Progrﬁm-is an enrichment stream which was started five yeafs ago to enhance
- the International Baccalaureate Program at the school. They were finding it difficult to attract

students into the I.B. program in Grade 11 if they had not attended tﬁe school since grade 8. T
‘wondered if this could be due to the inner-city location of the school. Parents were told that,

while not all Venture students, after completing the program in Grade 10, go into the 1.B.
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prbgram, “they will generally attend some post-secondary program. All we do is offer the
opportunity”. |

In addition to the academic focus, however, students learn “an empathetic acceptance of
cultural and social diversity”. The program’s description on the Vancouver School Board
webs_ite‘ lists “Universal Values”, “Global Understanding”, “Personal Excellence” and
“Communit_y Service” asvthe “four key tenets” of the program (“Britannia Venture Program”

p. 1). While pbst-secondary preparation is clearly a focus, the coordinator assured the parents
and students that “we’re not looking for little Einsteins™. If a student struggles in an academic
area, parents were assured that “we try to be proactive... We are interested in inclusion, not
exclusion and will work to keep students in the program”.

.T.he'ir selection process seemed to me to be a lot more student friendly than any of the
other mini schools whose meetings I attended. In addition to the district-administered test, the
Venture program has prospective students come in fora day in which they provide a writing
sample, have a pizza lunch, participate. in a World Music Experience, and complete a cooperative.
problem-solving activity. As a teacher, I felt that by the end of such a diverse day I would know
the students better than I would after a high-stakes fifteen-minute interview. There would also be -
more opportunities for less self-confident students to relax and demonstrate their strengths in the
cooperétive learning actiQities. This struck me as the least intimidating of the mini school -
application processés and [ wondered if it attracted a more diverse group of students as a result.

Judging by questions asked by the parents about fund-raising and extra costs, the majority -
of the parents investigating this program were less affluent than parents at other meetings I
étténded. They were concerned about provincial cuts to funding and were told that “costs are
going up. Templeton and P.W. charge up to $800 per year [for field trips]. We need to start
~ charging full costs, but the board has said that no students will be denied an opportunity because

of financial circumstances™. I left the meeting feeling that this was the program that showed the
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most sensitivity to social issues surrounding equity of access to enriched programs. I wondered,
however, how many students from the more-affluent west side of the city would be attracted to

the Venture Programme, due to its east side location and lack of expensive outdoor expeﬁences,
relative to some of the other District Specified Alternative Programs.

Ideal Mini School is the smallest of the Disu'ict Specified Alternative Programs, with
approximately one hundred eighteen students from Grade 8 to Grade 12, and just six teachers.
Although the school is affiliated with Churchill High School, it exists in its own building and is
very much a separate community._Unlike the other m1m schools, Ideal did not have a formal
parent iﬁforfnation night. Instead they had an Open Héuse, from 4:00 - 6:00 at the school site,
with students acting as guides and ambassadors for the school.

I atteﬁded the Open House from 4:30 — 5:00 on Tuesday, January 21, 2003, and
| estjmated that, during that half hour, approximately seventy-five parents were touring the school.
I was told by one of the teachefs that there are forty-four Grade 8 students, twenty-eight Grade 9
studenfs, twénty Grade 10 students, sixteen Grade 11 students, and just ten Grade 12 students.
There is a high‘ drop-out rate from the program in the upper grades, possibly because of a relative
'laék of programs that can be offered with such low humbers. Some of the Grade 11 and 12
students go into the Intemational Baccalaureate program at Churchill Schooi. Perhaps older
students also want to interact with a lafger number of students their own age.

I overheard parents who were interested in the program say that “this school is really into
~social action and politiéal- awarenesS” and “unlike other minis, Ideal really works to nurture . .

students”. The two students I know persdnally who have attended the program were both bright
students who did not feel comfortable, socially, in a large high schooi sefting. One later
transferred to a Catholic high school; the other, who céme from the Waldorf School in North
Vancouver, still attends Ideal and says he intends to stay until Grade 12. I left with the

impression that this program would havé a limited appeal, but would be a good choice for
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students who did not fit into a regular high school social structure and who would benefit from
the close social ties of a small, intimate learning community.

Tupper Mini School is not featured on the Vancouver School District web site, perhaps
because it is a relatively new pfogram. It could be this lack of advertising that was responsible
for the fact that bnly about fifty parents and students attended the information meeting and
several students appeared to be fhere alone, without a parent.

Beforev the meeting started a mother next to me, with her thirteen-year-old son,
volunteered that he was also gettirig ready for an interview at St. Georges. She had inténded to
send him to the interview in a clean T-shirt and jeaﬁs, but was informed by a friend that the
should go in a shirt and tie, dress pants, and dress shoes (which he had to buy) “to show that he’s
willing td conform”. She also explained that she had atteﬁded several mini school meéﬁngs
' becausé they live “on the wrong side of the divide of the east side and west side of Vancouver”
and many of her friends were advising her to get her son into a better school. They lived in a
west-side school’s catchment, but she wanted something “more upscale”. She also commented
that she would not let her son gb to another local high school because it was not considered
~ (among her friends, at least) to be “a safe school”. Clearly she was shopping for the best
educational program and one of her criteria was to find a school that wasv acceptable among her
social group.

At the meeting on Thuisday, January 23, 2003 we were told that students can accelerate
in Science, completing three years in two, and Math, completing five yeérs in four. English and
Social Studies are combined as Humanities fof Grades 8 to 10. They are integrated into the.
school for all other subjects. Questions from the few parents who were there included issues of
safety, community, arts and technology elecﬁves available at the school, and costs. Parents were
urged to apply whether or not they thought finances might be an issue. Again, east-side schools

seem to be more sensitive to monetary issues than their west-side counterparts. [ left the meeting
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wondering how many applicants Tupper’s rmm school would attract from outside its own
catchment.

There are a number of other District Specified Alternative Programs whose parent
information nights I was unable to attend because they conflicted with the meetings I did attend.‘
.Gladstone Mini School is a two-year program that provides accelerated and enriched learning
opportunities, leading to Advanced Placement vcourses. The Hamber Challenge Program is
another accelerated program that enables students to complete grades 8, 9, and 10 in just two
years. This school was frequently cited as one of the more academically challenging programs.
Prince of Wales Mini School combines an enriched academic program with an extensive
outdoor education component. It is one of the more exclusive num schools because of the high
fees it charges for its outdoor éducation program. Templeton Mml School combines enriched
* academics and outdoor education with a high degree of school leadership. Vancouver
Technical Summit Program is a three-year program emphasizing academic enrichment and
acceleration, as well as school and community service.

These are the District Specified Alternative Programs offered by the Vancouver School
District for enrichment. I was glad that I took the time to attend so many parent information
meetings. At the end of the two-weék round of meetings, I felt I had a good feel for which
schools parents considered to be most écademically and socially elite (Point Grey Mini School |
and Prince of Wales Mini School) and how sensitive each of the schools whose meetings I
attended seemed to be to issues that might affect equitable access to their programs. It gave me a
little insight, as well into questions that concerned parents who were considering these programs

for their children, before I actually collected and analyzed these issues as they were articulated in

‘my survey.




Summary of Interviews and Observations

Speaking with the Grade 7 teachers helped me to understand the context in which the
parents at each of these schools would be making their decisions. At Westview, the teachers
expected that as many as 50% of the studénts nﬁght apply to a variety of alternétivé programs,
reflecting the high expectatioﬁs and proactife nature of the parents in this community. Teachers
at Eastling were more cautious and indicated that the high school itself was somewhat
ambivalent about selling alternatives to the regular progfam. While they expected a number of
students to apply, they anticipated that the fnajdrity of the students would end up enrolling in |
Killarney’s regﬁlar Grade 8 program.

Attending the mini school meetings gave me an overview of the programs offered at the
schools which were chosg:n by the parents in me study. The Byng Arts Mini School emphasized
that ité'focus is not vas academic as other mini schools, and singled out Point' Grey and Prince of
Wales as two of the most academically selective. Its enriched arts curriculum is designed to
attract artistically-gifted students who would benefit from being part of a small learning
community which shares a common interest. The Coordinator told the parent§ at the meeting
that “one of the things we’re working really hard at is preserving electives in a time of cutbacks.
These kinds of courses are somewhat threatened” She was clearly positioning the school asa
means of resisting the cuts being made to neighbbmhood schools’ regular programs. What was
not as clearly stated is .that,the mini school is also resisting risiﬁg 'cla#s sizes by capping their
enrollment at thirty students in eééh of the Drama, Music, and Art streams. Small class sizes
proved to bé even moré significant to parents choosing this option than the Fine Arts
curriculum.

Killarney Mini Sphool also emphasized its small cohort of just twenty-eight students as

an educational advantage of its program. Its other focus is on enrichment through field trips to
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Newecastle Island, Strathcona Park, Mannirig Park, Banfield and Barkerville, as well as creative
group work. Although they actively seek students with “high intellectual potential and
elemonstrated initiative”, there was an undercurrent of unease at Killarney about excluding
students who do not meet the mini school’s entrance requiiements. This concern about the
feelings of students who failed to qualify for the i)rog_ram was communicated to the Grade 7
teachers at their articulation meeting, as well as the mini school nieeting itself and may have had
an effect on how preactive the Grade 7 teachers were about advising students about how to apply
for the piogram. vSuch sensitivity to students’ feelings was consistently riiore openly stated en the
east than the west side of the city. The most exclusive schools were all west-side mini schools.

Point Grey was acknowledged several times, at mini school meetings, as one of the most
academically elite and 1t emphasized its selectivity at its parerit meeting. Perhaps because ithe_.y
know they will receive up to fifteen times as many applications as they have spaces available, “
Point Grey does not undersiate their expectations. They tell parents “if your child is timid,
doesn;t like to be away from home...do not apply.” Like all the mini schools, they also clearly
state that “t.his is not appropriate for ESL students; they must function at a “B” level in a regtilar
class without assistance”. Wllat is not stated is that, for schools like Point Grey, with a
burgeoning ESL populatiori, the mini school is a program where ‘studvelits will not be interacting
as frequently with these recent imniigrants. While Point Grey stresses that “cultural liiversity” is
one of its criteria, thls diversity evidently does not extend to students who are leai'ning English as
a second (or third) language. The m1m sl:hools miglit, therefore, lae facilitating “white flight”
within culturally dii'erse communities. |

My attenda:ice at the eight mini school meetings arlld‘the two highvschool meetings —
Point Grey and Killarney — llelped me understand the variety of programs that are availal)le as
well as the procedure that students have to go thfough to apply to one of these alternative

programs. The district-administered Canadian Test of Cognitive Skills was an attempt to
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sfreamliné the application process for students applying to more than one mini school, a situation
that applied to only one student in my study. However all the mini schools were continuing their
own admissions pfocedures, including tests and interviews, as well. Several parents at the mini
school meetings were unaware of the district-wide testing procedure, not having been informed
by their elemenfary school of the times and locations of the test. I wondered if some students’
applicafions were affected by their lack of khowledge about the new procedure and what .
compensation; if any, would be made if they missed the exam date. As a teacher, almost all of
the admissions pfocedures seemed to me to favour students who are out-going and articulate.
More reserved or self-conscious students might be bat a disadvantage in a fifteen-minute
interview , where they kngw their admission to the program was at stake. The only admission
procedure that impressed me as being truly open to students with a variety of learning styles was
the one described by Britannia’s Horizons program. I felt that, at the end of a day that included a
music class, a bgroup problem-solving activity and a pizza lunch, even if the child were not
admitted to the program, théy might have benefited from the activities with the other applicants.

- T also felt that, after having a full day and such a variety of activities in which to interact with

~ students, I might be more able to assess an introverted student’s potential to benefit from the
enriched learning abtivities provided by the program.

I was privileged to hear the hopes and concerns of a variety of parents as they considered
these programs for their children. Some were seeking challenges for their children, some were
looking .for a safe environment, others seemed to be shopping for the most prestigious school
program. With this background knowledge, I was ready to collect the data that I hoped would
indicate to me whether or not all parents were ¢quitably positioned when it wés time to decide to

apply to one of these alternative programs or to enroll in the neighbourhood high school.
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Chapter V — Research Findings from the Grade 7 Parents Survey

After speaking with Grade 7 teachers at the two elementary schools and attending mini
school and neighbourhood high school information nights, I delivered surveys to the two_
‘elementary schools in mid-Februa_ry and these were distributed by the schools to the parents of
Grade 7 students. I collected them the week before Spring Break, in mid-March, and began my

analysis of the quantitaﬁve component of my study.
Family Demographics that Have an Impact on School Choice

The survey was administered to address two questions: Are there differences between
parents of Grade 7 students in Vancouver who choose to apply to alternative programs and
pafents who send their child to the neighbourhood high school? If so, could these differences be
attributable to differences in cﬁltural or so'cial.capital? With regard to the first question, I was
particularly iﬁterested in examining any differénces in family residence (east or west side of

Vancouver), parental education, and parental occupation.
Family Residence and School Choice

Family residence distinguished the two school communities, as Westview is situated in
an upper-middle-class neighbourhood in Point‘ Grey,'whilc Eastling is in a middle-to-working
class neighbourhobd in Champlain Heights. To analyze these data I calculafed the percentage of
parents choosing the neighboufhood school and the percentage of parents choosing various

alternative programs at each school, then compared the results.

67




Table 1
Comparison of Choices of High School Programs made by Parents at Westview and at Eastling

Elementary School | | Westview ~ Eastling
' % %

High School Applications Made
Mini ,Schoél within the Neighbourhood High School 30 42
Other Mini Schools h |
Other Public School Alternative Programs
Multiple Options Including Private Schools
Out-of-Catchment High School
Neighbourhood High School 57 56
Total . 100 100

Choices Made by Parents Whose Children Attended Westview School

From Westview, nine of the thirty families respdnding to the survey (30%) indicated that
their child had applied only to the Byng Arts Mini School. One family (3%) reported makmg an
application to Point Grey and Prince of Wales Mini:Schools, two of the most aéademically elite
of the mini schools. One family (3%) was applying to the Prince of Wales Bridge Program and
the Lord Byng Horizons; Program, two alternative programs within the Vancouver public school
system that provide special classes for students who require extra academic and social _supp§rt.

- Two families (7%) included private school optionS in their applications. One of these families
was applying not only to Lord Byng, but to University Hill (crossing a catchment boundary), and
the Fraser Academy ahd Glen Eden (two private schools that cater to students needing extra
academic support). The other family was applying to the Byng Arts Mini School, but was also
considering Little Flower Academy (a private Catholic school), and Kitsilano Secondary School

| (crossing a catchment boundary). Two families (7%) planned to enroll their child in University
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Hill Secondary School and two (7%) were planning to attend Kitsilano Secondary School.
Initially I thought that these families were crossing boundaries to attend high schools out of their
iresidential catchment. I was later informed that the families moving to Kitsilano and University
Hill Secondary Schools hed already crossed catchment boundaries to allow their children to
-attend Westview, rather than their designated elementary school. They were returning to their -
neighbourhood schools as their child made the transition to high school. Thirteen families (43%)
were enrolling in Lord Byng, the neighbourhood high school for Westview.

o One mother whose child is going to Kitsilano Secondary School indicated that she had
been “advised to attend tiie closest school;’ for high school and that she wished “there was a

b2

greater possibility to get a child into a school outside their catchment area”. Interestingly, her
child did not apply to the Byng Arts Mini School as a means of ciossing boundaries, a strategy
that was reported by several parents attending the mini school meetings and by one of the parents
in this study who applied to the Byng Arts Mini School. This may have been because she felt
that her child would not qualify, academically or artistically, for the Arts Mini School or that the
program did not interest her child. | |
| The other family going to Kitsilano indicated that, although they had moved'out of Lord
Byng’s catchment boun_dary and did not feel they had the optiOn of keepingv their child with
friends from Westview, they felt comfortable with their choice of schools, based on experience
and advice from older siblings. They did not choose to make a cross-boundary application R
“because they were haplv)yb with the piogram at Kitsilano, their neighbourhood school.
‘In some ways, the two families going to University Hill Seconde.ry could have been
included with families making eltemative choices. They com_mented on their surveys tliat “m).f.‘
child wanted to go to U Hill;’ and that “class size” was the most unportant consideration in their

choice of schools. I recalled Anne’s saying that “some kids go to U Hill because it’s a smaller

school”. Although University Hill was their neighbourhood school, these parents had already
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made one school choice, when their child attended Westview instead of University Hill
Elementary, and knew how to make cross-boundary applications successfully. They were now
~choosing to return to their catchment, rather than “grandfathering™ their child into Lord Byng to
stay with friends. They appeared to be making a choice based on smaller class sizes and their

~child’s preference for a different school. However, I included them with those parents who chose
to attend their neighbourhood school because they were part of a pattern on th¢ west side of the
city that was not true on the east side. Well-educated parents from Westview chdse,the regular
program at their neighbourhood school because the high school is considered to have desirable
programs.

.. Although there was a wide range of choices being made, nine of the families choosing
programs other than Lord Byng were combining the option of attending the nearby
neighbourhood school and taking advantage of the more enriched educational .opportunity
provided in the “school within a school” model of the Byng Arts Mini School. Presumably, if
their children were not successful in gaining entrance to the mini school, they would attend the

. regular program in the same high schooi. Ohly three families (10%) were hedging their bets and
| applyiﬁg to a variety of high bschool programs; both public and private. Although sixteen of the
respondents to the survey (44%) indicatcd that they were making alternative choices to their
neighbourhood school’s regular program, thirteen of the families responding (43%) indicated
they were planning to attend Lord Byng, and four families, (13%) although moving to Kitsilano
and University Hill Secondary Schobls, were alsé aﬁending their neighbour_hbod school. The
majority of parents at Westview were opting for the regular program in the neighbourhood high

_ school.
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Choices Made by Parents Whose Children Attended Eastling School

At Eastling, fifteen of the parents responding to the survey (42%) reported that their child
had applied to the Killarney Mini School program. Only one parent (2%) indicated that she was
considering crossing boundaries, and school districts, to move her child out to London
Secondary School in Richmond, B.C. This parent indicated that her motivation for moving to
another district was felated to grave concerns she had about bullying. She wrote on her survey:

Determining what high school my child goes to is very, very important for my husband

and I. It is also important to have a good rélationshjps with everybody involved and

councilors are usually either very hard to meet or don’t understand the needs of the child.

We need to remember that a lot happens behind the backs of teachers, principals, parents

and councilors and that is_ a parent’s worst fear. .

Other than this exception, judging by the responses to the survey, making choices outside of the
neighbourhood school at Killarney was not an option that was chosen by parents at Eastling. This
- was predicted by the teachers_ during their interview. They commented that parents “generally
tend to like Killarney”, because “it has a good reputation as a school itself” and due to its
proximity to their neighbourhood. Twenty of the families from Eastling (56%) indicated that
their child will be attending Killarney, the ngighbourhood school.

In the rest of this analysis, I will be including all parents who chose the regular programs
at Lord Byng and Killarney, as well as the four families returning ';o University Hill and
Kitsilano Secondary Schools, as families choosing to attend their neighbourhood high school.

All other families will be classified as those who made alternative choices for high school.
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Comparison of School Choices by Family Residence

Families residing on the west side of Vancouver represent, by and large, a_higher
socioeconomic group than those residing on the east side of the city. The fact that parents at
Westview were making more diverse choices than parents at Eastling supports the findings of
other studies that parents from higher socioeconomic strata make more educational choices than
their working class cdunterparts. Some families from Westview were able to make choices
inVolvin'g expensive private schools; none of the parents at Eastling indicated that this Was an
option for them. As noted .by many critics of the “status quo” ( Chubb and Moe, 1997; Hassel,
1998; Hoxby, 1998), private school options have always Eeen available inequitably to more
affluent families. This sample suggests, however, that the Education Minister’s fears regarding
students making a rﬁass exodus from public to private schools are unfounded, at least in these
Vancouver schools, during the transition from elementary to seéondary school. Making some
optional programs more widely available to working-class families is one of the chief argurhents
in favour» of school choice, but in Vancouver, it is unlikely to affect the trickle of students into
~ private schools.

Most parents at both schools were applying to either the regular program or the mini
school at the ne_ighbourhood high school. Twenty-six of the thirty families at Westview (87%)
were applying either to their neighbourhood high school -- Lord Byng, University Hill, Kitsilano
-- or the Byng Arts Mini School. Thirty-five of the thirty-six families at Eastling (92%) were
planning to apply. to Killarney or the Killamey Mini School . Within the neighbourhood high
school, mini schools were attractive; ten of the thirty families at Westview (33%) and fifteen of
the thirty-six families at Eastling (42%) were making this choice. I expected that a higher |
percentage of parents whose children éttend Westview would choose to send their child to a

. District Specified or other alternative program, when coinpared to parents whose children attend
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Eaistling. The higher percentage of parents from Eastling who applied to the mini school within
their neighbourhood school suggests. that Vancouver’s model of providing District Specified
Alternative Prograrﬁs in neighbourhood scﬁools on the east side of the city, as well as the west
side, and restricting access at Killarney to privilege students living‘i'n the school’s catchment
may be successful strategies to encourage a variety of parents to apply to the mini school
prbgranis and provide thém witﬁ more equitable school choice.
The elite prograins — Prince of Wales and Point Grey Mini Schools — had virtually no
V impact, which is interesting, given that they were identiﬁgd at several of the mini school

meetings as being the most desirable. Perhaps the exclusive tone set at Point Grey’s meeting

caused students and their parents to make other choices.
Parents’ Education and School Choice

Several studies have commented on an apparent correlation between school choice and
the level of education completed by the parents making the choices (Ambler, 1994;'Ball et al.,
| 1995). Much empirical evidence exists to support the theory that parents who have completed
postsecondary, and especially university, education fend to take advantage of educational choices |
in the public school systém more frequently than parents who have completed a high school
education or less. Many researchers have postulated that school choices are most often made by
. those whb have more experience in, and knowledge about, the education system and are,
therefore, more aware of the educational benefits that such a program might provide fo; their
child.
Furthermore, the educational level of mothers seems to be a stronger indicator of who
will take advantage of school choices, than the educational level of fathers, particularly in

working-class schools. This study supports the observation made by Ambler (1994) that
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the most common ingredient in the families of assisted-place [economically
disadvantaged] students...is the presence of a relatively well educated mother (often a
single parent), who gives her child strong encouragement to succeed academically and
who actively seeks out educational opportunities. (p. 367)
When survey results were analyzed, I was encouraged by the range of educational and
occupational levels represented by this group ‘of parents. AIthough it was a small sample, I felt
that I could make some observations about parental choice, based on the information they
provided. I began by comparing the educational level of parents choosing alternative progfams
and those choosing the neighbourhood high school. As the educational level of the mother has
proved elsewhere to be of particular significance, I also separated this variable.

Table 2
Levels of Education of Parents Choosing Alternative Programs or Regular Programs in

Neighbourhood Schools

Fathers _ Mothers | Total
High School Choice A N A N A N
Level of Education % % . % % % %
Elementary School 0 6 0 11 | 0 8
High School Di.ploma 19 23 24 24 21 23
Apprenticeship/trade school! 15 . 11 . 3 3 9 7
College diploma/certificate 7 11 21 35 14 24
Bachelor’s 'D‘eg ree | 22 17 31 1 27 14
Graduate/Professional Degree 37 31 21 16 29 24
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

A = Alternative Program N = Neighbourhood High School (Regular Program)
The level of education in the sample as a whole was relatively high. Overall, 45% of all
the parents in the study had completed university and 26% had completed graduate or

professional degrees. The data show that a greater percentage of fathers and mothers who select
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altémative programs have completed at least one university degree. Fifty-nine percent of the
fathers and 51% of the mothers selecting alternative programs have completed universjty,
compared to just 48% of the fathers and 27% of the :mothers choosing to send their children to
the neighbourhood high school.

Although the level of education for the parents in the sample as a whole is very high,
hqwevef, there ié a m_arkéd différence when the two schools are compared.
Table 3

Comparison of the Levels of Education of Parents at Westview and Eastling

Fathers Mothers

Elementary School: Westview Eastling Westview  Eastling
Level of Education N % - % % %
Elementary School 0 6 0 1
High School Diploma 0 40 10 - 36
Apprenticeship/trade school 14 12 3 3
College diploma/certificate 14 6 37 22
Bachelor’s Degree | 7 21 20 20
' Grad'uate/Professional Degree 55 15 30 8
Total 100 100 100 100

While all of the pérents at Westview had completed high school, 6% of the fathers and
1 1% of the mothers at Eastling reported elementary school as their highest level of education
completed. Most of these_ parents also reported completing their education outside of Canada in a
language other than Engﬁsh. At the otﬁer end .of the educational scale, while 55% of the fathers
é:_;d 30% of the mothers at Westview had completed graduate or professional degrees, only 15%
of the fathers and 8% of the mothers at Eastling had completed this level of education.

I wondered how the relatively high level of education of parents at Westview affected

their choice of high school programs when compared with the relatively lower and more diverse
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level of education reported by parents at Eastling. So I analyzed the data further by comparing

fathers and mothers at each of the elementary schools by the high school programs they chose.

Table 4
Comparison of the Levels of Education of Parents Choosing High School Programs

Fathefé’ Education

Elementary School: ‘ Westview » Eastling
High School Choice: Alternative  Neighbourhood Alternative  Neighbourhood
Level of Education K % % % %
| Elementary School 0 0 0 ﬁ
High School Diploma 0 0’ 36 42
Apprenticeship/trade school 23 6 7 16
College diplomal/certificate 8 19 7 5
~ Bachelor’s Degree - 15 19 29 16
Graduate/Professional Degree =~ 54 56 21 11

Total 100 100 100 100

Mothers’ Education

Elementary School: Westview Eastling

High School Choice: Alternative  Neighbourhood Alternative  Neighbourhood
Level of Education - , % % : % %
Elementary School 0 0 0 20
High School Diploma 8 12 ' 38 35
ApprenticeshipArade school _ 8 0 0 5
College diplomal/certificate 38 35 | 6 35
Bachelor’s Degree ' 23 18 | 38 5
Graduaté/ProfessionaI Degree 23 35 19 0
Total o 100 100 100 100
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Level of Education and Choices Made by Parents Whose Children Attended Westview School

Perhaps bebause_ there is a generally higher level of education at Westview, the level of
education achieved by the parents did not have as direct a relationship to their choice of high
school bpt_ions as did the level of pareﬂts’ education at Eastling. It was interesting to observe
that, at Westview, parents with higher levels of education were slightly more likely to choose
the neighbourhood school than an alternative program.

None of the fathers whose children attended Wéstview reported that they had not
completed at least some post-secondary edﬁcaﬁon,'Of the four fathers who had completed an
apprenticeship, vocatiohal, or trade school, three (75%) chose the Byng Arts Mini School. Only
one of the four fathers (25%) with a community college diploma or certificate chose an
alternative program and .tl_lis'was the P.W..Bridge or Lord Byng Horizbns Program, which

- provides extra so‘ciél and academic support for students. The other three elécted to send their
children to Lord Byng. Two of the five fathers (40%) having completed bachelors degrees chose
the Byng Arts Mini School. Just seven of the sixteen fathers (44%) with gradu‘éte or prbfessional |

- degrees chose alternative programs for their children. However, four of these made multiple

choices, inclﬁding private school options. |

None of the mothers completing the survey from Westview indicated that they had not
completed high school. Two of the three mothers (66%) who indicated that high school waé
their highest level of education chose to send their children to Lord Byng. One was choosing

Prince of Wales Bridge Program or Lord Byng’s Horizons Program, described above. This

choice would have beeri made on the recommendation of the Gréde 7 teacher, but I include .it as

a parental choice, since two programs are indicated and this parent has obviously done some

research tb identify and a_pply to the programs most suited to her child. Only one mother

~ indicated that she had completed an apprenticeship, vocational, or trade school and she chose to
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| have her child apply to Lord Byng;s Arts M1m School. Three of the mothers who had completed
bachelors degrees (50%) selectéd the Byng Arts Mini School; three chose the regular program at
bLord Byng. Three of the nine mothefs with graduate or professional degrees (33%) chose
educational options, including Byng Arts Mini School and Point Grey and Prince of Wales Mini

-Schools. The other six mothers wnh the most advanced degrees chose Lord Byng, Kitsilano, or
University Hill Secéndary Schools. Although. not as highly edncated as the fathers completing
the survey, this is a group of mothers in which 50% have attcnded university. As with the fathers

at WestView, these well-educated mother show a lot of support for their neighbourhood schools.
Level of Education and Choices Made by Parents Whose Children Attended Eastling School

| At Eastling, education appears to play a more signiﬁcant role in predicting which parents. -
will choose the Killarnéy Mini School and which will send their children to the general program
at Killarney Secondary. Several studies have indicated that, among less affluent families, one of
the strongest predictors of who will take adyantage of school choice is the education level of the
- child’s mother. This study strongly supports that finding. As noted previously, almost all of the
parents at Eastling (97%) choée a program within their neighbourhood school. Only} one parent
responding to the survey chose a school other than Killarney. All of the other parents making an
alternative choice chose the mini “school within a school” at Killarney.
Parents at Eastling generally had lower levels of education than vth'ose at Westview. Only
| twenty-seven of the sixty-nine parents (32%) had attended university. Six (9%) had not
completed high school. Of these six parents, five (83%) indicated that their schooling.was
completed outside of Canada (two in El Salvador, two in Korea, and one in Hong Kong). These
familic_es would be doubly disadvantaged when making a choice among high school programs, as.

they have not experienced a high school education and they may not be familiar with the
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Cénadiari education system. They, and perhaps their children, may also not be sufficiently fluent
in English to und_erstand information being provided by the teacher or the school district about
these programs.

All of the six parents at Eastling who did not complete high school, two fathers and four
mothers, chose to send their children to the neighbourhood school. One of these mothers
indicated that shé would be willing to be intérviewed, but when I calle_d her to discuss this, she
asked me if I could arrahge for her son'to get into the mini school even though his marks were
not good enough.. Given that this conversation took place through an interpreter (another teenage
son), I suspect that the son in grade seven also spoke English as a second language and would,
therefore, not meet the academic expectations of the mini school. Clearly she was very confused
about how the application process worked and she may also have been uncertain of the relative
educational value of the mini school program. Although she had pérceived that some parents |
considered thié to be a more desirable school choice, she did not have enough information about
the program to take advantage of the mini schqol option, even if her son did qualify, as the
application deadline was long past when our conversation took place. The triple handicap of a
low level of educational achievement and an unfamiliarity with both the English language and
the Vancouver schciol system made it almost impossible for this parent to make an informed
choice among high school programs. She is a classic example of the sort of working class parent
whom proponerits of school choice d‘o not consider when proinoting more choice fdr parents. As
Ambler Qbserves (1 994), “ powei to parents’ often has meant increased power to relatively
affluent and well educated parents who are more likely than poor parents to have the time, the
éelf-conﬁdencé, and the knowledge to take advantage of local school autonomy” (p. 369). None
of the parents whose formal education did not include high school chose to send their child to the
~ mini school and my encounter with one of these parents suggests that ignorance of the choices

being offered was a deterrent to her making a choice other than the neighbourhood high school.
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Thirteen fathers whose children attend Eastling (40%) indicated that their highest level of
education was a high school diploma. Five of these (38%) chose to make an application to the
vKilla.u'ney.Mini School. The other eight (62%) elected to send their children to Killarney. I was
surprised that such a relat_ively high percentage .of parents with a high school education applied.
‘to the mini school. One of these five fathers was married to a woman thh a bachelors degree
and they were ‘t_he family' considering sending their child to a high school in Richmond, due to
concerns about bullying. The othef four fathers, all married to mothers who also had a high
school diploma, had children who were in Maureen’s class. During the teacher interview,
Maureen was the teacher who indicated that she made mini school information widely available
to all of her students, rather than selecting a few. The other two teachers seemed either less
supportive of the mini _échool program or were more selective about who received the
information sent by the-school board. I wondered if these four families with relatively less
educational background had benefited from Maureen’s approach of making information about
District Speciﬁed Alternative Programs more Widely available to all the children in her class. 1
also wondered if there were a network among these families. Eight of them (73%) came from
Hong Kong and the teachers had shared in their interview that there is a group of parents in the
school who have students taking “music lessons, Chinese lessons, swimming lessons, skating |
lessons and Kumar Math” and that they likely share information about their children’s education
during these activities. These children may also have established a network of friends among

- other students in the school? through these activities,. and be more motivated to apply to the
District Specified Alternative Program to be with these friendé. Other parents with a high school
education were less aware of the choice that was available, did not consider it to be of greater

" educational value, or did not feel it was the best choice for their child.

Of the four fathers who had completed an apprenticeship, vocational, or trade school,

only one (25%) chose to make an application to Killarney’s Mini School; the other three chose
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the regular program. One of the two fathers (50%) who had attended community college chose
the mini school; the other chose the heighbourhood program. Seven fathers in this community
had completed a bachel'ors‘degree. Four of these fathers (57%) chose to apply to the mini school.
Fi§'e fathers from Eastling reported completing a graduate or professional degree. Three of these
(60%) chose thé mini school program. Overall, in a population in which 36% of the fathers héd a
urﬁversity degree, 50% of those fathers choosing to make an application to Killarney’s mini
school had aﬁended university.

~ None of the mothers with 1ess than a high school diploma chose to have their child apply
to Killarney Mini School. However five of the twelve mothers who had a high school diploma
deéided to make this application, rcpreseriting 38% of the mothers choosing an alternate
educ.ational program. Obviously these mothers managed to bécomevinformed about the program
itself and the rather involved application procedure. The mother who had completed an
apprenticéshiﬁ, vocational, or trade school chose the neighbourhood school for her child. Only
one of the eight mothers with a community college diploma or certificate chose to make an
- application to Killarney’s mini school; the other seven (88%) elected to have their children
attend Killarney Secondary School. It is at the univérsity level that mothers whose children
attend Eastling appéar to be most active in making alternative choices. Six of the seven mothers
(86%) who had completed a bachelor’s degree and all three of the mothers with a graduate or
professional degreé elected to have their children apply to Killarney Mini School. One of the
mothers with a bachélors degree was a single mother. Another was married to a high sch001
graduate. The other seven Iﬁothers with university degrees were married to men who also had
ﬁrﬁversity degrees. Killarney’s mini school was overwhelmingly the choice of the most highly

educated couples at Eastling.
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Comparison of School Choices by Level of Parental Education .

This study shows a strong relationship between the level of education completed by the
parents and the likelihood of théir chdosing'a District Specified Alternative Program or other
educational option at Eastling, but not at Westview.

At Westview, parents with higher levels of education were more likely than parents with
a similar level of education at Eastling to choose the neighbourhood high school. It may be that
the general perception among parents who have completed higher levels of education at
Westview is that Lord Byng is a desirable school, with or without the enrichment available
through the Arts Mini School, and they were comfortable making that choice for their children.
Pvarentvs With medium levels of education at Westview were more likely than their EaStling
counterparts to choose alternative 'programs. This may be because at Westview the parents with
fewer years of education, and their childfen, were generally more aware of options‘that are
available, either through their own research or through networks of acquaintances at thé school
who had some knowledge of the alternative school programs that are available.

Parents with higher levels of education at Eastling were much more blikely to choose
alternative programs. Sixteeh of the twenty-two parents at Eastling who had completed
university degrees (73%) chose an alternative educational program for their children. This
compares to just fifteen of thirty-six university-educated parents (42%) at Westview. If we
considervdnly fathers at the two sbhools, nine of the twenty-one university-educated fatheré af
| Westview (43%) chose educational dpﬁons, compared to seven of .the twelve fathers with a
university degree (58%) at Eastling. Of the fifteen university-educated.movtherAs. ét Wésfviéw,
“only six (40%) madé altérnativé e&ucatiohal choices for their children, compared with nine out
of ten (9_0%) of the university-educated mothers at Eastling. For motheré at Eastling who have

completed a university degree, the Killarney Mini School appears to be a school choice that they
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find attractive. These statistics reflect those reported in the Scottish study done by Echols (1990),
which showed that in working-class neighbourhoods, parents with the highest level of schooling
were almost twice as likely to have made a choicé of state schools than were parenfs with the
_,lo'west level. The same does not appear to ﬁe true on the more affluent west side of Vancouver, at

least among the participants in this survey.
Parents’ Occupations and School Choice

Echois’ study (1990) also found that parents who exercised choice were likely to have
more prestigious occﬁpations that those who sent their children to the designated school). As
with level of education, occupation is important to an analysis of equity of choice both because it
is an indicator of socioeconomic status and because of the assumpﬁon that barents with more
prestigious occupaﬁons will make more informed choices in the education of their children, with
réspect to choosing paths that will lead to more prestigious occupations for their children.

Defining prestige among occupations is both difficult and value-laden. In our society is it
more prestigious to be a professional hockey player or a surgeon? How does the occupational
prestige of a financial advisor compare to a lawyer, ‘an architect, or a university professor? A
variety of scales exist which attempt to rank occupational prestige, but they are imprecise and
frequently are not sufficiently up-to-date.to include newly-emerging occupations, particularly 1n
the area of information technology. So I approach this section with some apprehension, knowing
that it will bbe open to challenge from readers with differing definitions of prestige and the means
used to rank occupations according to what must always be an artificial and imprecise scale.
However, several studies, using a variety of definitions of occupational prestige, have concluded

that parents who make alternative choices in public education have more “prestigious”
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occupations than those who remain in the neighbourhood school and I wondered if my data
supported this conclusion.

| For the purposes of analysis, I used the job categories listed in the Pineo-Porter- |
McRoberts soéioeconomic classification of occﬁpations used in the 1981 Canadian census. I then
-divided the sixteen classifications into three categories: High Prestige, including self-employed
professionals, émployed professionals, high-lével management, and semi brofessionals; Medium
Prestige, including technicians, middle management, supervisors, foremen and women, skilled
clerical, Sales, and service o_ccupa_tions, and skilled c.rafts and trades; Low Prestige, includirig
semi-skilled and unskilled clerical, sales, and service occupations, and manual labourers. One
conéideration I used to establish the three categories was the levei of education reported by the
majority of parents in these occupaﬁons. In taking this informatidn into account, I was assuming
 that parents reporting higher levels of education might be using that education in performing
their job, although I know that in the case of some of the immiérants at Eastling, this is not tfue.
Two Eastling parents frorﬁ Indonesia reporting a graduate level education were working as a
shop server and a custodian ét UBC. Théir occupations do not reflect their level of education.
Once again, I considered the occupatioﬁal prestige of fathers and mothers iﬁdependently, to see if
this variable was significant. I also included those parents who indicated they were not employed
or were homemakers,.at ‘t.he bottom of each chart. Table 5, below, summarizes the occupations of
all the fathers and mothers in the study, and shows the difference between the occupational
prestige of pareﬁts choosing alternative programs and parents electing to send their child to the

neighbourhood high school.
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Table5

Occupational Prestige of Parents Choosing Alternative Programs or Regular Programs in

Neighbourhood Schools
. _ Fathers Mothers - , Total
School Choice ' A N A N A N
Occupation % % % % % %
High Prestige: | |
Self-employed prdfessionals | 22 6 4 3 13 4
Employed professionals 7 1 14 5 i1 8
High level management 4 11 0 5 2 8
Semi professionals 4 6" 17 5 11 6
. Subtotal 37 34 35 | 18 37 26
Medium Prestige:
Technicians ' 11 0 0 3 5 2
Middle management 11 9 4 5 7 7
Supervisors 7 3 4 8 5 6
Foremen and Women 4 3 0 0 2 2
Skilled clerical, sales, and service 7 3 4 5 5 4
~ Skilled crafts and trades 0 3 0 3 0 3
~ Subtotal 40 21 12 24 24 24
Low Prestige:
Semi-skilled clerical, sales, service 11 11 17 1 - 14 11
Semi-skilled manual 0 14
Unskilled clerical, sales, service 7 0
Unskilled manual o ”

Subtotal - 22 31 24 20 23 23
Not emp|oyed} _ 0o 11, 0 0 0 7
Homemaker : 0 0 31 38 16 19
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

A = Alternative Program N = Neighbourhood High School (Regular Program)
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The data show that parents .who selected alternative programs were more likely to work at
occupations with high prestige than those who chose to send their child to the neighbourhood
school. This was equally true of fathers and mothers. As a whole, parents were equally likely -to
report having medium or low-prestige occupations, regardless of their school choice. However,
there is a difference wheh fathers’ and mothers’ occupations are considered Separately. Fathers
who chose alternative programs were more than twice as likely as those choosing the
neighbourhood school to report occupations of medium prestige. Mothers who chose alternative
programs were half as likely as mothers who chose the neighbourhood school to work at
medium-prestige occupations. None of those parents who indicated they were unemployed chose
an alternative program. Only mothers indicated they were homemakers; no fathers put
themselves in‘this category. Mothers who chose the neighbourhood school were slightly more
likely than those who chose alternative programs to report that they were not employed outside
the home. |

As with the level of parental education, parents at Westview generally were employed in
jobs with higher occupational prestige than those at Eastling. It is likely that these two variables
; education and occupationai prestige — are closely related although, as mentioned above, several
of the parents whose children attended Eastling reported levels of education that did not reflect
the prestige of their occupation. Since all of these parents inelicated that the language usually
spoken in the home was not English, I could not help but wonder if they were employed below
_ their level of expertise due either to an insufficient command of English or non-recognition of
their educational credentials in Canada. Working at occupations with higher prestige is likely
also related to the level of income required to purchase a house on the far-more-expensive west
side of Vancouver and is an indicator of therelative socioeconomjc status of the parents whose

children attend Westview and those whose children go to Eastling.
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Table 6 |
Occupational Prestige of Parents Whose Children Attended Westview and Eastling
_ Fathers ‘ | Mothers
Elementary School: Westview - ‘Eastling Westview  Eastling
Occupation o % % % %
High Prestige: _
Self-employed professionals 24 3 7 0
Employed professionals 10 9 13 6
High level management _ 14 3 7 0
Semi professionals _ 7 3 o 17 6
Subtotal 55 18 44 12
Medium Prestige:
Technicians , 0 9 3 0
Middle management | 17 3 10 0
Supervisors 6 6
Foremen and Women 3 0
Skilled clerical, sales, and service 3 8
Skilled crafts and trades 4 0 3
Subtotal 36 24 - 20 17
Low Prestige:
Semi-skilled clerical, sales, service 4 18 7 19
Semi:skilled manual 0 12 12 '
Unskilled clerical, sales, service 0
Unskilled manual 1 | 6
Subtotal 8 45 10 31
Not employed 4 12 0 0
Homemaker 0 0 27 42
Total 100 100 100 100
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Tlie data show that fathers whose children attended Westview were more than three times
as likely to work at occupations with high occupational prestige than those whose children
attehded Eastling. Mothers from Westview were almost four times as likely to work at high
prestige occupations than mothers from Eastling. Mothers at Eastling were more likely to report
that they were homemakers than their Westview counterparts. The question that is pértinent to
this study, however, is how the disparity in occupational prestige between these two elementary
school éommunities influences choices made when considering high school programs.

Table 7

Comparison of Occupational Preétige of Parents Choosing High School Programs

Fathers’ Occupational Prestige

Elementary School: Westview o Eastling

High School Choice: Alternative Neighbourhood Alternative  Neighbourhood
Occupational Prestige ' % % % %
High 54 56 . 21 16
Medium : 46 25 35 16
Low 0 13 43 47
Not employed 0 6 0 21

Total 100 100 100 100

Mothers’ Occupational Prestige

Elementary School: Westview ‘ Eastling
High School Choice: Alternative Neighbourhood Alternative  Neighbourhood
Occupational Prestige ' % % % %
High 54 35 19 5
Medium : 8 30 ' 13 20
Low 23 0 25 ’ 35
Homemaker 15 35 44 40

Total 100 100 100 100
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Occupational Prestige and Choices Made by Parents Whose Children Attended Westview School

Fathers whose jobs rated high on the prestigé scale and whose children attended
Westview were_slighﬂy more .likely to choose the ﬁeighbourhood high school than they were to
select an alternative program. The split is, in fact, exactly the same as for those Westview fathers
who hold graduate or professional degrees, which reflects the fact that the high-prestige jobs
performed by these fathers require higher levels of education. The relationship between
occupationai prestige and school choice for fathers at Westview was much more pronounced at
the lower end of the 6ccupatior_1al scale. None of the fathers at Westview choosing an alternative
program either had an occupation with low prestige or was not employed.

- Mothers at Westview in general were not employed at occupaﬁons as prestigious as their
. husbands. Ho_wévér, the fnajorit)" of those choosing to apply to an altemativé progfam did have - |
occupations with high prestigé, if they worked outside the home. It is interesting that, among the
mothers choosing the neighbourhood school, none were employed at low-prestige occupations.
However, they were more thén twice as likély as mothers choosing alternative ﬁrograms to report

that they were not currently working outside the hoine.
Occupational Prestige and Choices Made by Parents Whose Children Attended Eastling School

Fathers whose chjldrenrattended Eastling and Who chose to apply to an altefnative
program were more likely than those whose children were going to the neighbourhood school to
work at occupations with high or medium prestige and were slightly less likely to have a job with
low prevstige. None of the fathers choosing an alternative program indicated that he was currently

unemployed, as were four of the fathers who chose the neighbourhood school.
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Mothers from Eastling who chose an alternative program were almost four times as likely
to work at a high-prestige occupation than those who chose the neighbourhood school and fewer
.wqued at low-prestige jobs. The pattern noted on the west side of the city — of homemakers
being twice as likely to choose the neighbourhood school — is not true at this east-si_de school.
For both groups of mothers, a significant proportion indicated that they were currently not

employed outside of the home.
Comparison of School Choices by Prestige of Parents’ Occupations

In this study, parents who chose to apply to altemative programs were more lik¢1y than
parénts’ who sent their children to the neighbourhood school to report that they were employed in |
jobs with high occupational prestige. The exception to thls pattérn was among fathers at o
Westview. In this group of well- educated and highly-employed fathers, occupational prestige
did not distinguish those who chose alternative programs. However, even in this group, no |
fathers who chose alternative programs had low-prestige occupations or were unemployed.

Other studies have indicated that this tendency for parents with more prestigious
occupations to make school choices may be due to these parents’ knowledge about what is
required in order for their child to gain the skills necéésary to obtain a more prestigious job in the
future. Making alternative choices may also reflect the networks of information these well--
connected parents use when making decisions about high schobl programs. On the other hand, a

_couple of conversations with parents at the mini school information meetings indicated that, for
some parents, having your child apply to a mini school program is a means of “keeping up with
the Joneses” and perhaps this is more of a motivating factor for parents with more prestigious |
occupations. I had a conversation with a friend whose children were attending a Shaughness&
elementary school in which there is both French Immersion and an Eﬁglish program. She shared

with me that other parents criticized her for not enrolling her children in the more elite French
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Immersion stream, even though she had considered the option and decided it was not in the best
interests of her child. It may be the case that parents who work at more prestigious occupations,
like my friend anc.l. the mother at the Tupper Mini School meeting, face more pressure from their
_peers when making school decisions.

At Eastling, although there was a tendency for fathers who choose the mini school to '
work at higher pfestige ovccupati(.ms than those choosing the neighbourhood school, most worked
at medium or low—prestige jobs. As mentioned, this may be because some relatively well-
educated parents .arc-a underempléyed and,. therefore, behaving more as they would if tltey were
employed in a job more suitable to their educationél level. It may also bé that parents at Eastling
who work at lower prestige occupations consider education to be an important means for their
childrert to obtain better jobs than their parents. Such an.upwvardly-mobile aspiration is common
among. immigrants, who have brought their children to Canada specifically for the educational
and occupational advantages that such a move makes possible. These parents may believe that
the mini school at Killarney will give their child even more of an advantage, educationally and in
terms of earning university scholarshjps, and help them gain entrance to post-secondary

institutions that might otherwise be beyond their means, intellectually and economically.
Sources of information Used by Parents Choosing High School Programs

The relations_hip between school t:hoice and socioeconomic status noted abdve reflects
what has been determined in many other studies involving school choice. Among the parents
who completed this survey, it appears that those who chose District Specified Alternative
Programs were more likely to have a higher level of educational achievement, particularly on the
east side of the city, and more prestig.ious occupations than parents who chose to send their

children to the neighbourhood high school. Archbald (1996) believes that “more educated
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parents are likely to be more vigilaht about information on edl_lcational opportunities in systems
with school choice” (p. 153) and Ambler (1994) cautions that “social classes differ markedly in
motivation, in the costs in time and effort required to acquire information about educational -
options, and inde¢d in capacity to understand and evaluate information once collected” (p. 372).
- This awareness of and appreciation for the information that is available about different
educational opportunities is part of what Bourdieu calls social capital. Many studies have noted
the value of social capital to the parents that possess it and use it on behalf of their ;:hildren.
Another aspect which may contribute to the likelihood of a particular family opting for an
educational alternative is the quantity and quality of the information networks used by parents to
learn about such options. One explanation frequently offered for the socioeconomic disparity
between péreﬁts who choose educational alternatives and those who do not is that parents who
have more years of formal education and more prestigious occupations have networks of
acquaintances who are university educated and therefore are more able than others to acquire
information about high school programs and to evaluate the choices that are offered.
Jeffrey Henig (1999) suggests that “Jess-well-educated parents depend on information
| networks of poorer quality: They talk to fewer people about schools and those they talk to are
more likely to be relatives and less likely to have a college education” (p. 75). Annette Lareau
(1989) also found that |
networks, themselves linked to social class positions, pfovide parents with different
amounté of general information about schooling. Upper-middle claés parents héd
teachers, resource specialists, principals, counselors, and special education teachers
among their aunts, uncles, sisters-in-law, grandparents, friends, and neighboré. By
contrast, working-cléss parents had gas station‘ attendanté, carpenters, convenience store
salespersons, janitors, factor& workers, and policemen among theirbrélativesland |

neighbors. (p. 172-3)



The connectinns that facilitate the acquisition of information about educational opportunities
constitute what Bourdieu calls social capital. Andrés (1994) explains that
Social capifal consists of social obligations or “connections.” Two criteria determine the
volume of the social capital a given agent has at her or his disposal: first, the size of the
network of connections that the agent can effectively mobilize; and second, the volume of
capital (economi@ cultural, or symbolic) possessed by each of those to whom the agent is
connented. (p. 123)
In other words, when assessing the social capital reflected in the sources of information. used by
parents when choosing high school options, it is-important to note not only the quantity of the
connections being Inade, but the quality of the information likely to be conveyed by each source.
My survey provided parents with-a list of statements concerning sources of information
which they might have found influential when making high school choices. Parents indicated the
extent to which they agreed that these sources of information were important to them when
seeking information about the programs available to their child. To analyze the sources of
-~ information used by pérents, I fecorded parents’ responses to the survey question “To what
extent do you agree with the following statements?” They considered a list of fourteen
statements concerning sources of information that might have proved to vbe influential in their
decision-making. Their choices of response for each criterion were: Strongly Disagree; Disagree;

Agree; Strongly Agree. Their responses are summarized on Table 8.
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Table 8

Extent to which Parents Agreed with Statements Concerning the Sources of Information that
Influenced their Choice of High School

High School Choice Made: Alternative Progrém Neighbourhood School
Extent of Agreement with Statement: SO D A SA SO D A SA
’ B % % % % % % %

Sources of Information

Child’s teacher provided most information 7 36 43 14 17 28‘ 42 14
Meetings at elementary school gave alotof 11 43 36 11 - 11 44 36 8
high school information

Information from high school teachers and 3 17 66 14 6 22 56 17
counselors was very helpful '

High School meetings affected choice 7 10 72 10 19 33 36 11
Mini School meetings influenced decision 7 14 62 17 27 46 23 4
The Internet was a valuable resourée 7 32 50 11 13 256 50 13
Brochures gave a lot of information 10 28 55 7 12 24 55 9
Advice from parents at elementary school 10 38 45 7 -9 40 46 6
helped make decision ' '
Parents of high school students influenced 7 28 55 10 6 40 46 9
choice of schools

High school students gave advice 3 14 76 7 8 19 58 14
Child’s opinion was important 0 O 45 55 0 11 50 39
Family friends influenced choice 3 34 55 7 11 32 46 11
Family members were important ‘ 7 18 57 18 9 41 32 18
Business associates helped choose 29 54 14 4 28 61 8 3

SD = Strongly Disagree D = Disagree A =Agree SA = Strongly Agree

94



Sources of Information used by Parents

Parents froin both schools who chose alternative programs indicated that a wider variety
of sources were influential when learning about what programs were available. Eighty-two
percent of these parents agreed or strongly agreed that information nights at the high school
affected their choice of schools. Only 47% of the parents choosing the neighbourhood school felt
as strqngly about the importance of the high school meeﬁng. Seventy-nilie percent of the parents
applying to the mini schools agreed or strongly agreed that mini school meetings influenced their
decision, compared with just 27% of the parents who did not make this choice. Parents who
applied to alternative programs also indicated that they found infoimation from high school
students, teachérs, and .parents more influential than parents who chose the neighbourhood
_ sdhool. In order to gain access to these sources of information, parents had to take the initiative

to look beyond the elenientary school. They had to become informed about meeting times and
make _connec_tioixs with knowledgeable individuals who could provide them with the information
they needed to make an informed choice among the programs offered.

Most important of all, however, was the child’s opinion. Walford (1994) comments that
research shqws “a child’s preference of school wad more likely to be cited as a reasoi1 for the
final choice by those parents in skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled manual occupations than by
professional, employer/manager and semi-professional classifications.” (p. 119). In my study,
there was no such class division. All of the parents who chose alternative programs either agreed
or strongly agreed that their child’s opinion was very important wlien‘ making their decision. This
was also true of 89% of those who chose the neighbourhood school, regardless of their area of

| residence, level of education or occupation. The least influential source of information for both

groups was business associates and co-workers.

95




96

oalby Aibuong = ys eelby =y eaibesiq=q eoaibesiq Abuons =Aas

'S I 8% O¢ 0 9 9 62 7 ¢©F €5 12 0 GF ¥5 It JS00UD podjey SOJelo0sSe ssausng
2c 2 28 § 0 €¢ €5 ¢l 02 09 € [/ Gl ¥5 €2 8 juepodw a1em siequisw Ajie
GlL Oy S¢ Ol 9 €5 62 ¢l €L €9 G2 0 0O 9 9 8 8210y paouan|yul spusyy Ajwe4
Sy O S 0 I €9 9 O 95 ¥ 0 O S 9% 0 O juepodw) sem uojuido s pyD
G2 G G2 & 0 G €L ¢l 9 I8 € 0 8 69 GIL 8 aoinpe aneb sjuepnis jooyas ybiH
LtL 2¢ 2 G 9 05 8 9 9 €9 G2 9 Gl 9% g 8 paouan|jul sjuepnys [00yos ybiy jo syusled
LL b 2P O 0 vb 8¢ 6l 0 95 G2 6l GL 1€ t¥S5 O aposp padiay jooyos Asejuswae je syualed
IL €5 28 S L IS vL 12 €L 96 G2 9 0 +¥S & Gt uopewJoyul Jo 1o} e aAeb sainyooig
S 09 08 G GZ €8 /LI &2 €L 96 S2 9 8 2v cv 8 80IN0SdI BjgeNn|eA B Sem Jaulsiul 8y |
9 8L v 62 0 ¢ vv g2 €L 69 €L 9 € ¥5 6L 8 uoistoap pasusn)jul sbunesw |ooyog Uy
G G2 S G2 6L 0S5 6L €l 9 69 €L €l GL L. 8 O 801040 pajoaye sbunssw [0oyos. ybIH
0L 6L S O s2 1 1§ &l €L 69 €L 9 GL 29 €z 0 [Indidy a1om s10[3SUNOO R S18YoRS)] |00YIS YbIH
OL S 68 0 9 € 9% G2 L €8 v €l GL 8¢ 8¢ 8  uoneuwuoju eaeb jooyos bscmsm_m le sbunaspy
GL 09 02 G €L 6L 8¢ IE 02 v 12 L 8 8 9t 8 uonewojul isow papnoid 1syoes) s,puyD
_ uojjewlIou; JO S82iN0g
% % % % % % % % % % % % % % % %
VS Vv a4 as VS v ada as VS vV a as VS Vv a4 as ‘Juswelelg yum yuswesiby Jo jusixg
—bumsey MIIASB M DUIISE] [ETTNEETYY ‘looyog Alejuswiaig
{fooyog pooyinoqubieN weiboid oAmeusyy 19910y |ooyoS ybiy

8010yD 100Y2S YBIH JIBYy) psousn|ju| Jey} UoIIBWIo}u| JO mmoSo_w Buiuieouo) syuswWaRlS Yum pasiby BuliSe] pue MOISOA WO} SIUBIEY YOIyM O} 1us)XT

6398 L




Comparison of the Sources of Information used by Parents at Westview and Eastling

Parents at Eastling who chose the Killarney Mini School indicated that they used even
more sources of information than parents at Westview. In addition to the network listed above,
80% of them agreed or strongly agreed that family members strongly influenced their choice of
schools. They also agreed or strongly agreed that information found on the internet and in
brochures from the .scfhool board were useful when ‘making a decision. While parents at
Westview also used these sources of information, they were less important in their décision-
making. Other parents wefe also cited as helpful sources more often by parents from Eastling.

Parents whé elected to send their children to the néighbourhood high school did. not
indicate that they ﬁsed as many different sources of information as those choosing alternatives.
At Eastling, 85% of the parents choosing the neighbourhéod high school agreed or stfongly
agreed that the child’s opinion and advice from high school teachers were influential sources of
information. At Westview, the child’s opinion was supplemented with other students’ opinions.
However, 69% of the parents at Westview who chose the neighbourhood high school also agreed
or strongly agreed that they found meetings at the high school to have been informative, while
only 30% of the parents at Eastling agreed or strongly agreed. Eastling parents may have been
less likely to attend the ‘meeting at Killamey because of a language barrier. They would have to
depénd much more upon their child’s intérpretation of what was being said at the school, as well
as information from older siblings and friends with whom they could communicate.

Seventy-five percent of the Eastling pérents who chose Killamey also agreed or strongly
agreed that the Grade 7 teacher provided most of their information about high school programs,
while just 32% of the parents at Westview who chose their néi ghbourhood school agreed or
étrongly agreed with the importance of information from Grade 7 teachers. It was interésting

that all of the parents at Eastling who agreed most strongly that the Grade 7 teacher provided
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‘most of their information were those who had not éor'npleted high school. Eighty-five percent of
these parents also agreed or strongly agreed that high school teachers were helpful. This
deference to the opinbionvof the teacher as an education professional was also noted by Lareau in

“her study. She observed at the more working-class school in her study that “parents were heavily
dependent upoﬁ the teachgrs for the information which they received about school” (p. 1‘16“).
Pérhaps this depende_nce.also indicates a relative lack of other available sources of information.
These same parénts indicated that the balance of their information was most likely to come from
their own child and from other high school students. It is unlikely that either of these sources of
information would be able to provide parents with a comprehensive overview of the programs
available. These parents were 1ess likely to report that they had received valuable information
from meetings at the high school about either the regular or mini school program. This makes it
even more importar_it for teachers at working-class schools to ensure that information about high
school programs is being distributed to all parents in a way that they can understand it. Family
members also influenced school decisions more for Eastling than Westview parents, whether or

- not they chose alternative programs. Again, this may have reflected a closer tie to a cultural and

linguistic community at Eastling than at Westview. |

In the Wesfview teacher interview, Anne explained that it is their practiée to approach
former students who are attending alternative programs and ask if they wbuld speak with
interested parenfs about the program. This might also be valuable for parents at Eaétling,
particularly if the students speaking to the parents can communicate in languages other than

English and within the culﬁlral contexts that répresent the parent community. Inviting high

school pafents into speak with the elementary school parents would also be a means of

providing a network for parents who may be less familiar with the English language and British

Columbian school policies. In this way, schools can ensure that the school’s reputation, both
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academically and in terms of safety, is being reported accurately, rather than spread about

through innuendo or stories passed along from “a friend of a friend”.
Criteria Used to Evaluate High School Programs

Finally, I asked parents to indicate, from a list of thirty-four criteria, those that were most
importaht when choosing the high school program that would best suit the needs and interests of
their son or daughter. These criteria included academic considerations, such as the academic
program itself, academic honours and achievements of students at the school, university scholarships
awarded to students at the school, enriched léaming opportunities and involvement in écademic
competitions.  Other curricula, such as Fine Ads,’ Athletics, and Vocational/Technical Programs
_ wére listed, as well. Possible criteria also included extra academic support and English language
instruction for students who require assistance. Issues of personal safety, bullying, drugs and alcohol
were listed, as well as such pragmatic considerations as keeping the child with friends and siblings,
ease of travel, and the general appearance of the school. For each of the thirty-five criteria, parents
. were asked to rate it as Not at all Important, Somewhat Important, Very Important or Extremé_ly
Important. I then compared the results between parents who chose alternative programs and those
who chose the neighbourhood school, as well as between parents at Westview and at Eastling.

The primary rationale for offering increaéed school choice, from the point of view of the
| Ministry of Education, is that “it all comes down to improving student achievement — the central
focus of the entire educaﬁon system” (“Frequently Asked Questions, p. 2). Student achievement,
however that is measured, may well be the primary focus of the Ministry of Education.but, asa

parent, I wondered if parents choosing high schools would be as focused on their child’s

achievement as they were on other, more pragmatic issues.




I suspected that knowledgeable parents might show concern about such issues as class siée
and support for students needing learning assistance or instruction in English as a Second Language.
Given the diminished resources currently available in school board budgets, many schools are
struggling to maintain current levels of service and I wondered how parents might take this into
consideration when_ choosing high school programs.

Judging from media attention to the issue and comments heard during the mini school
meetings, I also wondered if parents were concerned about safety issues in the schools, which might
over-ride their wiilingness to send their children to some high schools, regardless of the excellence
of the academic programs offered. While I did not ask whether parents would be willing to send their
children from the vi/est side of Vancouver to an elite academic program. at an inner-city school, I did
inquire how important location might be to their final decision. |

Given the importance parents attributed to their cliild’s opinion when citing sources of
information used in selecting a high sc}iool prograrn, I wondered what criteria would emerge as
being important from the child’s point of view. I expected that staying with schools friends and not
- having to travel extensively to get to school each day might become significant if the child’s
preferenee were considered important.

I also wondered if parents would be influenced by schools’ reputations for academic
excellence or safety. I wondered how they would evaluate a school’s reputation and whether :
measures such as the report published by the Fraser Institute would be significant in their decision
making. Some comments from parents at the mini school meetings indicated that this information is
well known among parents;b I wondered aboutits relative importance in their decision making about
liigh .school programs. Parents’ responées to questions of how important these criteria were in their

decision-making are summarized on Table 10.
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| Table 10

Degree to Which Parents Agreed that the following Criteria were Important when Considering a
High School Program for their Child

High School Choice Made: Alternative Program Neighbourhood
Importance of each Criterion: _Not Some Very Extremely Not Some Very Extremely
Academic Considerations % % % % % % % %
School’s academic program 0 7 38 55 0 22 54 24
School’s academic reputation _ 0 24 21 55 0 25 42 33
Fraser Institute’s rating of school 28 17 38 17 19 35 38 8
Students’ academic honours ’ 7 14 34 45 5 27 38 30
University scholarships awarded to students 7 21 17 55 5 27 38 30
Enriched learning opportunities 3 17 41 38 9 17 43 31
Advanced Placement or I.B. programs 10 24 45 21 17 36 42 6
Academic competitions (e.g. Pascal) 17 21 31 31 30 24 32 14
" FSA results of high school students 10 17 52 21 5 41 46 8
Non-Academic Curricula
Fine arts courses 0 41 41 17 5 51 27 16
School’s athletic program (e.g. P.E) 3 59 31 7 3 41 38 19
Vocational/Technical program 14 55 28 3 19 35 32 14
Use of computer technology 3 24 41 3 8 22 49 22
Extra-Curricular Activities : v
Extra-curricular activities (e.g. clubs) 3 24 55 17 8 27 49 16
Service opportunities (e.g. fund raising) 14 48 24 14 14 51 .27 8
Leadership opportunities 7 31 45 17 14 35 46 5
Athletic Teams 14 69 14 3 14 49 22 16
Extended field trip experiences 7 31 41 21 16 41 24 19
Learning Conditions
' Quality of teaching .0 0 10 9 0 5 38 57
Class size 3 7 52 38 0 30 38 32
Availability of Learning Assistance 17 21 45 17 11 30 43 16
Availability of extra learning support 7 34 45 14 5 41 35 19
Availability of E.S.L. instruction 41 14 31 14 46 14 22 19
Safety Issues .
School’s Reputation for Safety 0 3 28 69 3 19 46 32
Concerns about bullying : 0 7 21 72 5 11 38 46
Concerns about drugs and alcohol 3 7 21 69 3 8 27 62
Other Considerations : ’
Keeping child with school friends 0 24 41 34 5 16 49 30
- Keeping child with siblings 21 25 36 18 23 29 34 14
Location of the school 0 21 52 28 5 16 49 30
Ease of travel to school : _ 3 21 55 21 5 22 49 24
Physical appearance of school 25 39 32 4 14 51 19 16
Special facilities (e.g. pool) 10 52 17 21 16 54 24 5
School teaches values similar to family 3 24 45 28 6 39 39 17
Culturally diverse community 4 29 50 18 17 42 31 11

Not = Not at all Important; Some = Somewhat Important; Very = Very important; Extremely = Extremely important
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Criteria Used to Select a High School

There were a numbér of criteria thai were common to all parents coﬁsidering high school
programs, regardless of whether they applied to an alternative program or énrolled in the
neighbourhood school. For all parents in this study, when considering high school programs for
their child the number oné consicieration was the quality of teaching. Ninety-five percent of the
parents choosing the neighbourhood high school and 100% of the parents choosing an alternative
program considered quality of teaching to be very or extremely important. One parent; an
instructor at a community college, wrote on her sufvey “ultimately it is the teachers that matter to
me, their personal ciualities and gifts.” Another mother observed that “the quality of teaching
and fhe dedication of the teachers rates first in our choice of high school.” I wondéred how
parentsv get information about quality of teaching and how this affected their choice, since it was
almost equally irhportant to those enrolling in the neighbourhood high school and those applying
to an altemativé program. Perhaps this is an affirmation of high school teaching in general or
. perhaps it indicates a level of anxiety about the ability of teachers to teach enthusiastically and
_ effectivelir as class sizes increase and support for students decreases.

The second ‘mostvimponant consideration for parents involved issues of sﬁl_dent safety.
Ninety-seven percent of i:hose parents choosing alternative progfatns indicated that conéems

about the school’s reputation for personal safety were very important or extremely important.

“This compares with 87% of the parents choosing the neighbourhood school, but both sets of
parents élso listed concerns about drugs and alcohol and concems about bullying near the top of
their list of considerations. T am not aware that either Lord Byng or Killarney have a negative
reputation for student safety, but I know thaf questions about the safety of the school
environment also came up at the mini school meeting at Tupper and from parents who had heard
that there were concerﬁs at some Vancouver high schools.
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At the Tupper Mini School meeting‘, although the teachers were clear that they considered
Tupper Secondary School to be a safe environment, and went on to describe the programs in -
placé in the school, they did feed the general fear by saying that they had taught at other schools
that they considered to b¢ unsafe. They declined to name the schools but I am sure that some
parents were left with the impression that this is an issue they need to consider when choosing
schools. Their fear may be attributable, in part, to the sensational news coveragé always received
by violent incidents in schools, wherever in the world they occur. It also may be more likely to
concern parents who are sending their first child to High school, although this was also an issue
among parents who indicated that they had older siblings already-attending high school and who.
might have some inside knowledge about the school culture. Either way, this is obviously an
issue that should be addressed vdirectly in high school meetings, fo reassure parents that it is also
important to high school teachers and administrators and there are plans i_n place to deal with
safety issues. Furthermore, it needs to be addressed in a manner that does not suggest that other
schools may not be as safe, feeding the general feeling of unease about high school safety.

Loqation and ease of travel to the school were almost equally important to both groups of
pérents. Eighty percent of the parents choosing altefnative programs and 79% of parents
enrolling in the nei ghbourhood high school indicated that the location of thé school is very or
. extremely important to them. It needs to be remembered that, unlike other studies done

internationally, most parents in this study were not using school choice as a means of leaving the
-neighbourhood school fo attend a mbre-academically-desirable school. The dvérwheiming
majority, on both the east and west sides of the city, were choosing to apply either to the
neighbourhood high school or to the mini school within their local hi.gh school. _When they
indicate that location is important, I take this to mean that they prefer their child to attend the

school in their own community.
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This may challenge the assumption being rriade by the Ministry of Education that parents.
would be willing to transport their child around the district in order to attend a magnet school. It
may be more accufate to suggest that parents would be intereSted inblocally-developed programs
within their neighbourhood school. These would not have to be academically elite. Parents at
many of the mini school meetings were also interested in knowing about the bschoc.>l’s fine arts
pfograms, the technic_al educatién available, and the possibility of participating in extended field
trips. Perhaps it would be more worthwhile for the Ministry of Education to work with the
School Advisory Councils and discuss the development of programs within the school that
would offer more choices without forcing parents to research the programs available and then
rerﬁove their child from th¢ neighbourhood school.

Fi.nally‘, 75% of those choosing alternative programs and 79% of those enrolling i_n the
neighbourhood school indicated that keeping their child with school friends was very or
extremely important. Since the majority of parents also indicated their child’s opinion was very
important when ‘making their_decision,‘ I would expect that remaining with a peer group would
- become an overriding consideration for many families when deciding between sending their
child to fhe school that most of her or his friends attend or shoppiﬁg around for a program in
another neighbourhood. This reflects an observation made by Walford (1>994) concerning how
governments expect school choices to work and how parents and students function within a
system offering choices. Walford states that

one of the main justifications used for greater choice of school is that (in a period of

falling rolls) it will léad to popular schdols thriving and unpopular ones closing. It is

usﬁally assumed that parehtal choices will be informed choices, such that it will be the

‘bad’ schools that close while the ‘good’ ones expand — leading to an overall raising of

educational standards. However, there is little evidence for equating “popular” with

“good” in terms of parental choices —many parents believe that the short-term happiness
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of their child is the most important factor in choosing a school. There is even less
evidence for equating “popular” with “good” in terms of the choices of 10-year-olds. It is
likely that children will make their choice of school using criteria very different from
those which a disinterested adult would use. This may mean that the child has a happier
time at secondary school (which is not insignificant!), but it is not clear that these
individﬁal choices are actually in the bést interests of the child or that the sum of many
such choices will automatically lead to higher educational standards overall (p. 122).
These, then, are the common criteria that parents reported as being most important when
they were choosing a high school program for their child: the quality of teaching; concemns
about personal safety, bullying, drugs and alcohol; the location of the school program and
maintaining peer relationships. When parents who chose alternative programs are compared to
parents who chose the neighbourhood school, there are also some different criteria considered

important.
Criteria used to Select an Alternative Program

Parents who chose to apply to District Specified Alternative Programs or other school
options considered all of the above criteria, but gave some criteria a different emphasis. I
expected that parents who chose alternatiye programs would be most interested in academic
enrichment and, for the Byng Arts Mini School, the Fine Arts curriculum. While these were
important criteria, they did fall behind other considerétions.

As a group, 90% of the parents choosing alternative programs indicated that concern
about class size was one of their most important criteria when making decisions. A few years
ago, the mini schools admitfed only twenty-eight to thirty students per year to each prégrarn. At
the Byng Arts Mini School last year, after receiving one hundred and ﬁfty applications for sixty

positions, they were permitted by the school board to expand their enroliment, so that they could
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admit thirty students into their Art Program, thirty into Music, and thirty into Drama. The
individual class sizes were still capped at thirty students. While this might have been a higher
than average enroliment a few years ago, it.needs to be remembered that these thirty students
would be hand-picked for their academic ability and their positive attitude towards learning;
st_udent_s who had behaviour issues or special learning needs would not be seiected for the
program. A class of thirty acadefnically able and motivated students would be easier to teach
than a smaller class that included just one or two students with special behaviour or leamihg
needs. However, éven these classes of thirty have become a thing of the past for the mini
schools.

This year parents at the mini school m'eetings were told that the schools would be
a_dmitti‘ng. as many as thirty—two students, in order to comply with the new district average
enrollments for secondary classes. Even so, thirty-two motivated students still provides a more
positive leamihg environment than a similar-sized class that contains students for whom sﬁpport
for their special learning needs — ESL, behaviour, or learning assistance — has been cut back due
- to budgetary constraints. Parents who are active in the Parent Advisory Council or who are
listeningv to teaching professionals talk about their concerns with increasing class sizes and .
deéreasing support .for needy students may be aware of the advantage thét a mini school
environment will providé for their child.v While 90% of the parents choosing an alternative
program indicatéd that class size was very important or extremely important to them, only 70%
of the parents.chooSihg a néighboﬁrhood school showed a similar level of concern. Whether this
indicates a level of complasency on the part of parents enrolling in regular programs, a belief
that class size is not an important issue; or an ignorance of the possible advanfage of having their
child in the mini school environment is unclear.

The school’s academic program was more important to those choosing altemnative

programs than to those choosing the neighbourhood school. Ninety-three percent of those parents
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choosing alternative programs and 78% of those parents choosing the neighbourhood high school
indicated that the school’s academic program was either very important or extremely important
to them. Both sets of parents rated the importance of the school’s reputation for‘academic |
excellence equally high. I wondered how the school’s reputation might be measured, so included
the Fraser Institute’s rating as one of the possible criteria for evaluating high schools.
Interestingly, only 40% of the parents at Wes‘t‘view considered the Fraser Institute’s rating to be
important, comparedb with 58% of the parents at Eastling although, predictably, Lord Byng @1
rated higher with the Fraser Institute than Killarney (77™). At any rate, given the fact that parents -
reported high school teachers, parents, and students arhong their most influential sources of
information, I suspect that their evaluation of the high school’s réputation was more multi-
faceted than reports published by outside groups.

Parents choosing alternative programs also indicated that they were more interested than |
neighbourhood school registrants in knowing about academic honours and achievements of |
students at the school. This may indicate an éWareness that students in the mini school programs
tend to be over-represented in the scholastic honours awarded to some schools that contain a
mini school program. At Point Grey, the admi'nistrétion was actually defensive about this
perception and made a point of stating that students at Point Grey last year feceived seventy-
seven scholarships, twenty-eight of which were won by students in the mini school. That is not
an insignificant number, however, in a mini school class of thirty students (even acknowledging

-that some studeht_s will have received more than one scholarship). At the mini school meeting in
Britannia , parents wanted to know what percentage of their mini school students go on to
university. They were told that 90-100% of the students who proceéd to the International
Baccalaureate Program will be admitted to university, without having to write provincial exams.
This is well above the average for the rest of the Britannia School population. Parents who

attended mini school meetings frequently indicated that they were looking for a program with a
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- good track record for getting students into university programs and for enabling students to earn

scholastic honours and achievements. This seemed to be less of a concern among parents
choosing n_eighbourhood’ séhool programs.

Those, then, were the additional concerns of parents choosing alternate programs: class
size; the acaderrjic program; academic honours and achievements. Parents who chose the
nei ghboﬁrhood hi gh school did n.ot.list these as such high priorities, but had some other criteria

that influenced their school choice.

Criteria used to Select the Neighbourhood School

For the parents who chose to enroH their child in the neighbourhood school, keeping their
child with a peer group was equally significant with the academic program at the school. In
general, although they indicated that they considered a wide variety of criteria, those choosing
the neighbourhood school were more focused on issﬁes like safety and teachers than on curricula

and approaches to teaching. In a system offering a wider selection of school choices, I am

~ unconvinced that the outcome would be significantly different. Parents will still tend to choose

the school where they expect that their child will be most comfortable and safe before they

consider the criteria that the government appears to believe are most important.
Criteria used at Westview to Select a High School Program

Although there was a great deal of agreement among parents on the east and west side of
Vancouver concerning the criteria they consider when choosing a high school program, there

were also some interesting differences., as shown on Table 11.
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Not surprisingly, the Fine Arts courses were considered more important by parents
applying to.the Byng Arts School than the Killarney Mini School. However, with only 61% of
.the parents listing them as very or extremely imnonant, the fine arts coUrses were well below
such other considerations as safety, academics, class size, and even keeping with scllool friends.

Parenté at Westvieﬁv who chose the nelghbourhobd school were more likely than those at
Eastling to cite criteria involving location and ease of travel to the school. I suspect they woul(l
be unwilling to move their c_hildren very far from their attractive west-side neighbourhood, .no
matter how desirable a magnet school program might Be, if transportation were difficult or they |

were uncomfortable with the safety of the neighbourhood in which the school was located.

* Criteria used at Eastling 1o Select a High School Program

~ Eighty-eight percent of the parents whn chose alternative programs at Eastling mentioned
tlle importance of access to advanced placement courses, nompared to just 39% of parents who
applied to alternative programs from Westview. This may be because parents selecting the Byng'
Arts Mini School have a different focus for their child than the advanced placement }courses,
(which are also available at Lord Byng). It indicates, however, that these Eastling parents have
an understanding of how advanced placement courses work and their value for students who. are
planning.to attend university. I suspect that the majority of parents at Eaétling who did not select
the mini school program would be unaware of the existence of théée enriched courses or of the
academic advantage they may provide for students taking them.

Eighty-one percent of the parents choosing the Killarney Mini School also cltedvthe

Foundation Skills Assessment results as being an important criterion in their decision making.

Gaining access to these results at the high school level would necessitate some research skills,
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probably'including an internet search, which indicates that these parents were likely using their
higher level of education to search for information ébout their high school choices. Only 50% of
the parents from Eastling Who are enrolling their children in Killarney indicated that FSA results
were important.

Finally, 88% of the parents at Eastling who applied to the mini school indibated that they
considered f‘university scholarships awarded to students at the school” to be very or extremely
important in their d¢cision-making. This éompare to 54% of th¢ families from Westview. No
doubt, for these east-side families; having the academic ability to qualify for university is only
part of the challenge; funding a university education may also be more difficult for these families
than for those on the west side of Vancouver.

Parents at Eastling who elected to send} their children to Killarney were more likely, in
addition to quality of teachers, concerns about safety, and staying with friends, to value the use
of computers i‘n the school. Eighty percent of these parents indicated that “the school’s use of
advanced compﬁter technology” was important to their high school decision making, compared |
to just 59% at Westview. I am not sure whether computer technology is a feature at Killamey, |
but these parents seem to believe that it is an important aspect of their child’s education. This
interest in computéfs may reflect the fact thaf these parents had just completed a Parent
Satisfaction Survey for the government and one of the biggest areas of dissatisfaction in
Easﬂing’s previous Satisfaction Survey was the lack of computer time. Parehts at Eastling who
had access to the FSA scores and parents at Westvi'ew in general likely have personal computers

at home and probably have internet access, as well. This may not be true for many of the other

families at Easﬂing. These same parents may be hampered at their jobs by their lack of computer

skills and see this technology as another way for their children to get ahead in the job market.




Results of Applications Made to Alternative Programs

I wbnderéd how successful those students who applied to the mini school programs were
and whether there might be a difference in the number of students from each school who were
admitted into mini school programs; I followed up this study with phone calls to Westview and |
to Eastling, to ask about the high schools in which each group of students actually enrolled.

Table 12
Comparison of the High School Programs in which Students at Westview and at Eastling will be
Enrolled in September, 2003 '

Elementary School ' Westview Eastling
| % %

High School Prograrh

Mini School within the Neighbourhood High School .15 7
Other Mini Schools ' 1
Other Public School Alternative Programs 0
Private Schools 0
Out-of-Catchment High School 2
Neighbourhood High School _ ' : 70 . 88
Not Yet Sure 7 2
Total 100 100

At Westview I was told that out of a total of sixty-one students, thirty (49%) are enrolling
-in the neighbourhood school, Lord Byng, and thirteén (21%) will be attending University Hill or
Kitsilano - their designated high school. This means that 70% of the students going to high
school from Westview ended up going to their neighbourhood high school. Nine students (15%)
were accepted into the Byng Arts Mini School; they will méke up 10% of the ninety students
accepted into the program this fall. One student is going. to Magee, meaning that one student

(2%) crossed boundaries to attend another public high school. One student went to the Hamber
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Challenge Program and one to Point Grey Mini School, so two (3%) students crossed boundaries
to attend a Distric;t Specified Alternative Program. Two students are going to private schools and
one was still waitlng to hear if he had been accepted into the private school to which he applied,
-so three students (5%) were leaving, or hoping to leave, the public school system. One student
moved to Saskafchewan, two had left the school and it is unknown where they will attend high
s_chool and threeistud’ent.sb were new to Westview since the survey and, according to the teacher
passing on thi.s information, they were ignorant of which high schools were an option, let alone
where they were going. This will most likely mean that they, too, will be enrolling in the

- neighbourhood high school, as all other application dates are past by now. The actual high school
enrollment -- 70% of students going to their neighbourhood school -- is slightly higher than the
57%‘. whé indicated that they had not applied tb any alternate programs. The difference could be |
attributable to some students’ not having been accepted into the alternative programs to which
they vapplied ahd suggests my sample was probably fairly representatlve of the whole Grade 7
population, in spite of the 48% survey rétum rate.

Out of a total of ei ghty-lwo students at Eastling, seventy-two (88%) are attending
Killarney Secondary School, the neighbourhood high school. Only six students (7%) were
accepted into the Killarney Mini School, but they constitute 20% of that mini school class. This
compares to 42% who abplied to the mini school. This disparity could be due to my sample not
being representative, but more likely reflects a high turn-down rate of applicants. Clearly there is
a disparity in the spabes available to students from Westview and Eastling if they try to combine
the option of attending their neighbourhood high school with the educational advantage ol' being
part of a mini school program |

Three of the students who were accepted into the mini school were from Sharon’s class
and three were from Tina’s class. None of the eight students from Maureen’s class who applied

to the mini school was accepted. Given that six of the eight students from Maureen’s class who
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applied to the mini school were parents with the lowest level of education, I wondered about
whether the selection process for the mini school created an even greater disparity between those
.students who could successfully choose the alternative program and those that could not. One
student from Sharon’s class was accepted into Gladstone Mini School and one student from
‘Maureen’s class was still on the waiting list for Gladstone, although she may end up going to
Killarney, as well. One. student was moving té Point Grey, although we were told at the mini
school meeting at Point Grey that making a cross-boundary application to this povpulkar secondary
school was almost impossible, due to their overcrowding. One student was moving to McNeil
Secondary School, in Richmond .

-- One student, needing a special placement due to learning difficulties, was still unsure
where she was going to go. The options for students wifh special needs are more restricted at |
Eastling than at Westview. Parents from Westview who had a child with special needs applied toi
both the Prince of Wales Bridge Program and the Lord Byng Horizons Program. At. Eastling,
however, the staff member providing informétion aBout school placements wrote “we’ve given
the family two Killarney [registration] fbrmS, but they still seem to be unsure about where they
are going. There is no class appropriate for [their child’s] special needs at Killarney”. The
family seemed to get less explicit sﬁpport in assessing and selecting an altefnative program for
their daughter than the family in similar circumstances at Westview.

It was more difficult for students from Eastling to get into the Killarney Mini School than
it was for students frorﬁ Westview to get into the Byﬁg Arts Mini School. While 14% of the
students at Westview got into their local mini school, only half as many (7%) were successful at
Eastling. One obvious reason for this is that, while Killarney can only accept twenty-eight
students into their program each year, Byng can accommodate as many as ninety. In éddition to
this, there are only five elementary schools feeding into Lord Byng, While there are six feeding

into Killarney. Teachers and administrators at Killarney felt uncomfortable about turning down
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such a large percentage of the applicants to their mini school. At the Britannia Venture meeting,
parents were told that the program “could take two classes [of thirty students] if numbers
permitted.” It would ap'pear that Killarney would have no trouble ﬁvlling another mini school
class if the school board would agree to open it. At Byng Arts Mini School, such expansion was

achieved through lobbying from teachers.
Summary of Survey Results

The two questions that this survey was designed to consider were (1)Is there a différence
between parents who choose to apply to District Specified Altemati\}e Programs and those who
enroll their children in the neighbourhood high school? and (2) Could the difference be
éttributable to cultural aﬁd social capital (i.e. access to and the use of bn’vileged information)?

Family residence did not have the effect that I had anﬁcipafeci; slightly more families
ffom Eastling School chose alternative programs than parents from Westview. However, the data
show that the parents who chose to apply to the District Specified Altemative Programs did tend |
to have higher levels of education and more prestigious occupations than those who enrolled in
the neighbourhood school. In terms of education, this was more true at Eastling than Westview.
Nevertheless, there was é difference between parents who chose alternative programs and those
who do not.

When considering the sources of information used by parents, those who chose
alternative programs used more sources of information and were less likely to depend on the
Grade 7 teacher to provide them with material. Parents who chose alternative programs,
particularly at Eastling, were more likely to éttend meetings, use the internet, and gain access to
information from the school board (e.g. brochures) than those who enrolled in the neighbourhood

high school.
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The criteria used by parents who choose alternative programs included issues of class
size and access to Advanced Placement programs and university scholarships. Placing these
items higher on the list of important criteria indicates that parents who chose alternative

| programs were aware of many of the benefits that students in these programs have which may
~“not be as available to students in the regular stream of the high school.

The District S‘p‘eciﬁed Alternative Proérams were designed to provide enrichment for
students who could demonstrate that they are capable and motivated and that they would benefit
from the. enriched learning experience that can be offered in a small group setting. The question
that this‘study must now Ipose is can thesé and similar programs be offered as choices, in times of
ﬁscél restraint, in a way that will ensure that they are accessible in an equitable manner to all

students who would benefit from their enrichment?
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Chapter VI — Conclusions and Recommendations

I began this study vs}ith two research questions: Do parénts of Grade 7 students in
,Véncouver who choose to apply to District Specific Alternative Programs differ from parents
who send their éhildren to the neighbourhood high school? Could these differences be
at_{ributable to diéparities in social or cultural capital as demonstrated by the sources of

information and the criteria used by parents making high school choices?
Whose Parents?

Many studies (Ambler, 1994; Ball et al., 1995; Davis & Rimm, 1994; Metz, 1986;
Schx?vartz, 1994; Waslander & Thrupp, 1995; Whitty et al., 1998; Willms & Echols, 1997)
support the assertion made by Archbald (1996) that with school choice “an important equity
concern has to do with possible stratifying effects related to class, race, or geographic factors
affecting parent choices” (p. 152). I began my evaluation of the equity of mini schools by
looking for differences in the choices made by parents on the east and west sides of the city. I
expected that parents on the west side of Vancouver would make more varied choices than those
on the east side. While no parents on the east side of the city indicated that they were choosing
pn'vate schools, I was surprised that the percentage of parents choosing altemnatives to the reguiar
program in their neighbourhood high school was almost equal. The Vancouver School Board’s
policy of providing alternative prbgrams at schools throughout the district appears to have had an
equalizing effect on the nurﬁbers of parents who chosé to apply to these programs on both sides
of the city, at least among the parents in this study.

I also expected to discover that parents who chose the alternative programs tended to
have a higher level of education than those who chose the regular program in their

neighbourhood school. This educational inequity has been noted in several studies (Ambler,
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| 1994; Willms & Echols, 1997; Witte; 2000). In this study, level of education proved to be more
related to school choice among parents on the east side of Vancouver than on the west side. In a
population containing a high percentage of parents with advanced post-secondary -education,
level of education does not appear to have a stréng influence on the choice of an alternative
program. Where there is a greater disparity in the level of parental educaﬁonal, however, it does
appear that the.‘pare.nts who choose altemativé programs tend to be those who have completed
university. Teachers may have an effect on this disparity. Parents with the lowest level of
edﬁcaﬁon in Maureen’s class appeared to benefit frofn her approach to making information.about
programs more accessiblé to the students and parents.

Many studies (Ambler, 1994; Ball et al., 1995; Lauder, 1999; Willms & Echols, 1997)
have indicated that those parents who choose altemativé programs for their children tend to work
at more prestigious occupations than those whose children attend neighbourhood high schools.
While there was a slight tendency towards this on the west side of Vancouver, it was not as trué
on the east side. This may be due to the fact that many parents on the east side of the city are
underemployed in relation to their level of education due to their lack of English language skills
of their educatioﬁal credentials not being recognized in Canada. It also appears that, in a
community where the majority of parents are employed in working-class oécupaﬁons, there is
less disparity in the school to begin with.

Did parents who chose alternative programs have acceés to different networks of

-information than those who chose the neighbourhood school? I asked this question as a ﬁeans of
determining whether a parent’s social capital might affect their school choice in the manner
noted in other research (Andres, 1994; Bourdieu, 1986; Lareau, 1989; Walford, 1994). In this |
study, parents who chose alternative programs used a greater variety of sources of information
than those who chose the neighbourhood school. Parents choosing alfemative programs were

more likely to talk to high school teachers and students and to attend meetings at the high school.
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Parents choosing the neighbourhodd high school were more likely to defer to the Grade 7
teacher’s advice, particularly on the east side of fhe city, in a manner similér to that noted by
Lareau (1989). All parents, however, indicated that their child had an important role to play in
choosing their high school. Given the social nature of the average Grade 7 student, this likely
means that students are géing to show a preference for whatever program their friends are
attending. Thus, the student’s peer group may be a stronger predictor for which students will
apply to alternative pfograms and which will attend the neighbourhood high school than any
other consideration. This aspect of school choice reflects conclusions drawn by Walford (1994).
Finélly, I was interested in discovering the criteria that parents indicated they used when |
assessing and choosing a high school program. Other research has noted that a difference in
cultural capital was relfcited to socioeconomic disparity in school Choice (Andres, 1994; Bourdieu,
1986; Lareau, 1989; Ungerleider, 2003; Walford, 1994). Among those who chose alternative
programs, I expected to find a strong indication that parents were concerned about the academic
prograim and enriched learning opportunities, as these are the aspects of the programs that are
emphasized at the mini school meetings. The most important consideration for both choosers and
non-choosers, according to this survey, is the quality of teaching. One parent wrote on her survey
that “ultimately it is the teachers that matter to me — their personal attribute_é and gifts”. Another
parent concurred that the most important criteria for her was “how good the teachers are (not |
necessarily academic excellence, but inspiring children to learﬁ)”. Close behind this criterion
were concerns abQut their child’s pérsonal safety, anﬁd threats of bullying, drugs, and alcohol.
There were, however, differences between the criteria considered important to parents
choosing alternative programs and tHose choosing the nei ghbourhood school. In general, parents
who chose alternative programs indicated that class size was an important criterion. These
parents may have been more aware of the implications of having theif child in a program that

guarantees not just the size but the composition of the class in a way that can no longer be
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assured in the. general population of the neighbourhood high school. Given the growing class
sizes and relative lack of support for students with special learning needs, having the ability to
choose a program that is inéulated from these concemns gives students an advantage of which not
all parents seem equally aware. Parents choosing alternate programs also indicated that they
considefe_d academic honours achieved by students in the program to be impértant. Parents
choosing alternative progfams erre informed at the mini school meetings that students in these
programs tend to fare well on provincial exams and in obtaining university scholarships. The
latter consideration was even more attractive to parents residing on the east side of the city,
where affording a university education may be more difficult.

Parents choosing the neighbourhood high school were more likely to indicate that it was
impoftanf to them that their child remain with friends. As is true of the sources of information
used by parents, parents who chose the neighbourhood school appeared to consider fewer criteria
as important to their decision making and those that they did consider tended to be more social
than academic issues.

What Choices?

Ungerleider (2003) explains that “the call fof educational choice in Canada is fuelled by
widely held misperceptions” (p. 178). Studies conducted in the United States (Archbald, 1996;
Davis, 1994; Hoxby, 1998; Levin, 2000; Metz, 1986; Schwartz, 1994; ) indicate that school
choice in that country is largely motivated by issues of racial segregation and inequitable
learning conditions in underfunded inner-city schools — considerations that are less relevant in
the schools of British Columbia. In Great Britain, the impetus for increased school choice,
according to Willms and Echols (1997), was “to induce competition amongst schools that would

lead them to improve performance and become more responsive to parents’ demands. Some
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critics argued that part of the government’s agenda was to secure a means of affecting
contraction and reducing expenditures, without becoming closely involved in local politics”
(p. 426). While all these considerations may be part of the agenda of the Ministry of Education’s
“New Era” in education, there is little evidence that competition leads to improved achievement
or that parents in British Columbia are unanimous in their demand for more choice. This study
indicates that the majority of parents would préfer to maintain their ties with a program in their
neigiibourhood school. |

The term “school choice” has many different meanings. Whitty et al. (1998) explain.that
there are difﬁculties with defining th¢ temi choice, which may include “the concept of
‘devolutiori’, along with ‘deregulation’, ‘dezoning’, and. .. ‘desegregation’,_meaning the
replacemeni of coll'egiality, colilect_ivity and cooperation. w1th competitive individualism. In
 different contexts, choice can signify any, all or even none of these processes” (p. 10). In the
context of the District Speciﬁed Alternative Programs choice rezilly means that parents who havé
sufficient information about the process of mék'ing an application to one or more of these mini’
schools can choose to do so. Due to the high demand for these programs, once the application
| hais been maide the element of choice is transferred to the mini schools. Each school is permitted
to set the criteria and‘admini ster its own process for seliecting the students who will be offered a
spot in the program. Thereis a variety 6f selection processes used by the mini schools, liut theré _
is evidence that some students may be lesé successful in choosiilg a program than others because
‘.of the criteria uéed by the schools. The only stiidenfs Who are truly free to practice school choice
are those whq may be offered a spot in more than one alternative program and must then choose
the one they prefer to attend. Because all of theée programs are over;subscn'bed,.even those
‘schools that have expanded to accommodate rriore students cannot be cliosen freely. Thisisa
concern with any system of choice in which the demand exceeds tlie silpply of spaces available

and schools are permitted to select students for their program.
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Equalizing Educational Opportunities

The District Specified Alternative Programs for enrichment are, by definition, exclusive.
They are designed to provide an enriched academic program “for students who have
vdemonstrated significantly high potential, talent and need for a challenging program in
preparatién for their post-secondary education” (“Options 2003”, p. 1). Students who require
extra support, whethef in English aé a second language or because of special learning or
behavioural needs, are told they are not eligible for these enriched programs.

Requiring at least a “B” averége on the previous report card may prevent gifted students
who do not function well in a regular class but might thn'vé in the enriched envirohment of a
mini school program from .beneﬁting from the programs. ‘There is a deﬁnite bias in most of the
sélection pro_césses towards students who i)erfonn well on tests and in high-st_akes interview or
" audition situations. Of the éight mini schools whose meetings I attended, only Britannia’s
Venture Program offered what I considered to be a more equitable selection process that might
enable students who are creative thinkers but may not show their best thinking on a piece of
paper or in an interview to be successful. The process of selection at Britannia allowed students
to demonstrate their strengths with much less anxiety than other selection processes. Students
were given an entire day:to participate in group activities and show their ability to Work
creatively and cooperatively. At the end of the day, even if they were not accepted into the
-program, these students would have had an enriched academic, rather than a potentially
discouraging, experience. If mini schools are as committed as many of them claim to be about
selecting a culturally diverse group of students, they should ensure that all students have an
equitable opportunity to show their strengths without having to compete in written assignments
and interviews. Byng Arts Mini School may provide a more even playing field for those students

who possess artistic ability, although there is likely a bias towards students whose families have
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been able to provide private lessons in the airts. For the more academic mini schools, the
selection process is unlikely to encourage less confident students to consider making an
épplication. Point Grey, invdicated that they might favour families with resources, both ﬁnanciél
and cultural, that would prevent some students from qualifying for programs that could prove
beneficial for them. Even .given that these programs are designed for talented students, there are
roadblocks that would be more daunting for séme gifted students than for others.

~ In the teacher iﬁtewiew, Sharon from Eastling, commented that “I’ve had parents in the
past that have basically cut the children out of [the mini school] because they felt it was too
much work.” The selection process alone likely prevents some parents from encouraging their
children to apply to the mini school. Such self-elimination has alsb been noted by other
researchersv (Andres, } 1994; Bourdieu, 1986; Lareau, 1989). Bourdieu and Passeron (1_97 9) warn
that “the chances of entering higher education can be seen as the product of a selection process
which, throughout the school system, is applied with very unequal severity, depending of the
student’s social origin. In fact, for the most disadvantaged classes, it is purely and simply a
matter of elimination” (p. 2). If school choices are to become more diverse and widely available,
pélicie's need to be in place to protect students from‘ either systemic or self-elimination. Care
needs to be taken to ensure that selection processes are equitable. Information needs to be
distributed to ensure that some parents‘do not limit post-secondary opportunities for their
children because they do not understand the advantages that théir child may have in an enriched
academic program.

School Choice and Achievement

The Ministry of Education states that with school choice “ it all comes down to
improving student achievement — the central focus of the entire education system” (“Frequently

Asked Questions”, p. 2). Achievement is deliberately left as a vague concept which could be
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open to a wide variety of interpretations, including attending classes regularly, feeling safe at
school and obtaining high scores on Standardized tests. For many students, each of the above is a
significant achievement and it is good to have that acknowledged. The danger with accepting all
possible interpretations of “achievement” is that it suggests that the outcome of all educational
achievements is equal. Unfortunately, this is not true. As explained by Wotherspoon (1998),
rightly er wrongly as a seciety “we tend to place the greatest social and economic Value on the
attainment of a tmiversity degree” (p. 162). While preparing students for university should not be
the most important function of the. public school system, few students will achieve a comfortable
standard of living after high school without going on to some post-secondary 'training. Students
whe intend to go on to post-secondary educatio_n will be most successful if they are in a program
that encourages academic achievement as well as other activities.

However, not all parents consider academic achievement to be their most important
criterion when selecting a high school program. As discussed above, parents consider many
criteria, including such non-academic considerations as location and maintaining a peer group,
when choosing high school programs. The relative weight given to these criteria in a system
offering a wide range of choices may contribute to their child’s exclusion from post-secondary
educational opportunities. I am not arguing that students who do not choese to apply to a mini
school program will be less successful in attaining post-secondary 'training and ﬁndirlg satisfyir'lg‘
employment. Tlte majority of students who attend post—secondary institutions have. not attended
a mini school and the exi sting high school programs prepare a significant number of students for
an impressive variety of post-secondary progrems. However, if there is to be a movement
towards more choice in the system, including choices that emphasize achievements that may not

lead to post-secondary education (e.g. sports schools or vocational schools), information about

- the ramifications of choosing less-academic programs needs to be frankly presented to parents

who may not otherwise take this into consideration.
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The Role of the Grade 7 Teachers in School Choice

One variabl¢ that appears to have had an impact on parents’ choice of program on the
east side of Vancouver is the approach taken by the teacher to making information aboutvschool
programs available to parents. The teacher interviews revealed that there was a variety of
approaches to informing parents and students of choiées. At Wesfview, the Grade 7 teachers
claimed to have beeh‘ in vconstant touch with parents regarding educational issues. Yet the
parents rated the importance of information provided by the feacher relatively low. As the
teachers were well aware, these pérents possessed and used a sophisticated information network
when making school decisions and considered themselves to be well-informed without having to
rely on their child’s teacher.

At Eastling, 75% of the parents who chose the neighbourhood high school, particularly
those without a high school education, indicated that their children’s teachers provided most of
their information about high school. The three Grade 7 teachers at Eastling indicated that they
use different approaches when informing students and parents about high school programs. Tina
~ tended to Wait for the student or the parent to bring up the issue of alternative choices and only
then distributed the information provided by thé school board. Sharon was generally
uncomfortable about thé options that were éurrenfcly available in Vancouver and, while she did
distribute the information to students that she felt were qualified, she did not promote the mini
school as providing an advantage to students. Maureen was the most_proécﬁve when distributing
information to students and .parents. She appeared to give the most detailed inforrnatiqn about
the process of applying to the program and how to research the programs that are available.

While teachers at Westview do not need to inform their parents how to do an internet |
search or call the school board for informatibn, at Eastling there are likely parents who do ﬁot

possess these skills. They may lack the resources to have access to the internet in their home or
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have insufficient English skills to make the phone calls that are necessary. It is much more
important, therefore, that the teachers offer more exblicit instructions about where infqrrnation
can be found and how the application process works.

I discovered when calling to arrange parent interviews that most 6f the parents at Eastling
who indicated they would be Willing to be interviewed did not speak English fluently. In several
caées I \;vas not a‘ble to communicate with the person answering the telephone. Making
information available in a variety of languages would be helpfu_l, either by having translations
made of information materials or arranging information nights where presentations are made by
representatives of the various linguistic and cultural communities represented within the school.
Students and parents with some experience in the mini school program, as well as the regular
program, could also be made available to parents to advise them about the strengths of the
program and the application procedures. Many students may not quzilify for the mini school
progfam either academically or because of insufficient fluency in English. Perhaps this, too,
needs to be comﬁlunicated clearly so that students and parents are not disappointed when, after
- going through quite a rigorous selection process, they are not accepted into the program. Either
way, they should be given an equitable opportunity to investi gate their options and evaluate
whether or not the prograin is right for their children. When they had this information, a greater
number of Maureen’s parents tended to apply to the mini school regardless of their own level of
education or linguistic ability.

It_ was unfortunate that none of the students from Maureen’s class was admitted into the
mini school. Maybe they wére not strong enough académically or perhaps their English fluency
wés not adequéte. Perhaps their parents were not well-informed about the characteristics of
students for whom these programs are intended. It could be that they would not have made the
application if they had understood more clearly the qualifications required for students to be

accepted into the program. On the other hand, maybe these students needed more help than their
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parents could offer preparing for the selection process. Learning how to write an entrance exam
and how to conduct yourself in an interview are skills that can be taught. Another possibility is
that the selection process at Killarney is biased towards students who come from homes where

these skills are part of the cultural capital.

The Role of the School Board in School Choice

There are differences in awareness and motivation among parents choosing and not
choosing District Specified Alterﬁative Programs. Some parents know where and how to gain
access to information and some do not. Teachers at Eastling indicated that the school board sent
only a dozen bfochures_about the District Specified Alternative Programs to a school with a
pépulation of over eighty Grade 7 students. No doubt these brochures are expensive to print and
aré distributed to schools according to the number of students who are expected to apply to the
mini schools. However, this sparse distribution of resources makes it more likely that the parents
who receive fhc_e brochure will be those who knéw to ask for it or to whom the teachers choose to
distribute the information. While the full brochure does not, perhaps, need to be distributed to all
parents in the school, it would be more equitable if a fact sheet outlining the programs that are.
available and how to obtain more information if parents are interested could be handed out to all
parents, with translations made if necessary.

Providing parents with internet access at the school, and assistance in learning how to use

‘it, would also help to ensure that they had more equitable access tb such information as FSA
scores -and other criteria that seem to be valuable to parents who choose alternative programs.
_Tﬁis access néed not be provided by school board personnel if there are parents or community -
volunteers who are familiar with the system.

Meetings at the high school were most useful to parents who chose alternative programs.

Perhaps other parents did not attend these meetings because they did not have the English skills
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to understand-the information being given. It might be advisable for the Vancouver School Board |
to provide translators at meetings in high schools with a large immigrant population. Organizing
alternate meetings in appliéable languages, with liaisons who understand the issues in different
cultural communities could also ensure that all parents have an equitable opportunity to make an
informed choice among the options that the high school has to offer. |

A review.of the data collécted over the course of this study indicates that, although the
Vancouver School Board has made an effort to ensure that the District Specified Alternative
Programs are di stributed.throughout the district, some concerns still remain about the eduity of
access to these programs. While based on a small sémple of parents in Vaﬁcouver, this study
indicates that District Speciﬁed' Alternative Programs attract a disproportionate number of
parents who have higher levels of education, particularly én the east side, and more préstigious
occupations. Furthermore, there are more spaces to accommodate childrén who apply to
programs on the West side. An examination of the sources of information used and the criteria
considered by _pérents choosing mini schools and parents choosing neighbourhood schools
- indicates that parents with less education may require more assistance on the part of the school
and the school board to ensure that they are provided with the infénnation to make an informed
choice among the schools. When they are provided with this information, as they were in
Maureen’s class, they tehd to be more apt to apply to the mini school. This discrepancy in terms
of educational level is not as pronounced on the west side of the city, although alternative
programs seem to be ‘slightvly more popular among parents with more prestigious occupations.

On both si_des of the. city, parents have indicate.d that they are more concerned about the
quality of teaching in their school and the safety of their children than having a variety of
specialized programs from which to choose.A The child’s happiness and well-being are
- overwhelmingly the concern among all parents, indicating that they will be likely to choose a

nearby school that is attended by their child’s friends before they will consider sending their |

129




child to an educational program outside of their neighbourhood. This brings into question the
wisdom of pursuing educational policies that force school boards, already struggling to maintain
éxi sﬁng programs, to create a network of alternative programs of choice. It may be a more just
policy to attempt to offer some of the activities available to mini school students to those in
regular programs so that a greater number of students can benefit from enriched opportunities.
Although therg is some disparity between parents choosing District Specified Alternative
Programs and parents choosing the neighbourhood high schqol, in terms of level of education
and presﬁ ge of occupation, there are many areas of agreement as well. A few families indicated
that they were opting out of the publicrsc'h.ool system or crossing boundaries to send their
children to high school programs elsewhere in Vancouver. However, the majority of families in
this study were electing to have their children remain in their schbol catchmg:rit area, either in the
local mini school or in the regular program. Clearly, among the parents in fhis study, there is
little interest in moving children around the city, no matter how.desirable other schools or
programs might be. The parents’ concems With personal safety may well be a part of their desire
to keep their children in the neighbourhood. Presumably, these parents are content with the
safety of their own neighbourhood and prefer to keep their children close to home. I wonder if
this would be as true in a school where there may be concerns about safety. One mother
indicated that she was applying to a vaﬁety of mini school programs as a means of trying to -
prevent her daughter from having to attend one of the east-side ‘high schools in Vancouver.
“Another study might consider this dynamic, particularly along the corridor dividing the east and
west sides of the city. Parents at these two schools, on the far east and west edges of the district
did not seem to be using the mini schools as a ticket out of th_eir nei ghbourhood school.
Such a strong preferénce for the neighbourhood school programs makes me wonder about

the wisdom of the Ministry of Education’s continuing to encourage thé creation of a magnet

school system.. Parﬁcularly in times of fiscal restraint, there appears to be little appetite for
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créating specialized programs scattered around the Cit_y. Vancouver’s model of placing many
similar specialized programs throughout fhe di strict. may be a more equitable model, providing

. resources are shared fairly among the programs created and parents are not required to provide
an unreasonable share of the program funding.

Perhaps if parents were encouraged to be part of the planning and creﬁtion of such
pfograms, they would be less 1ikély to feel that they do not have enough choice in the education
of their children. Whitty et al. (1998) believe that “we now need to experiment with and evaluate
new forms of assdciatiori in the public sphere within which citizen rights in education |
policy...can be reasserted against trends towards bbth a restricted and authoritarian version of
the state and a marketized civil society” (p. 134). With School Planning Councils and Parent
Advi"sory Committees already in place, perhapé these bodies could make recommendations
concerning new programs that meet the needs and interests of students and parents within the
school community. For example, computer technology might be of interest to parents at
Killarney. However, policies must be put in place to ensure that all parents are given a voice in

- creation of new programs. Furthermore, no new programs are likely to be created while the
funding for current programs remains inadequate. Existing programs have been so severely
affected over the past year that there is little likelihood of new materials énd facilities to house
specialized programs being available in the foreseeable future. In the meantime, one question '
that remains is how to ensure fhat the programs that do exist are made more equitable in terms of
information and access. If the Vancouver School Board is, indeed committed to ensuring that
these programs are equitably accessible to all §tudents in the district, there are several
consideraﬁons that should be addressed.

First of all, information needs to be provided to all parents in the district in a manner that
is understandable to them. The benefits of the program should be clearly stated, as well as the

expectations that will be made of the students that enter the program, so that parents can make an
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educated evaluation of whether or not a mini school program is suitable for their child. This
study suggests that parents from more working-class backgrounds require more information
ébout the programs and the application process as well. Parents also need to understand the
implications of whvat participating in such an enriched program would have for their child in
terms of homework, commitment to cooperative problem solving, and involvement in extended -
projects and ﬁéld trip ‘experiences. These progfams would not suit all children, but the choice to
apply or not should be made after careful consideration of th¢ advantages and di sadvantages, nbt
because some students and their parents are better informed than others. Working-class ma§ also
need more encouragemehts to apply to thése programs, in order to avoid their self-elimination
from educational opportunities. The fact that parents at Westview were as likely to choose the
nei ghbourhood high school as the mini school program, even though they felt well-informed
about their choices, indicates that there might not be a dramatic increase in applications if
information were more widely disseminated.

‘Since the teachers are the closest school representatives to the parent community,
distributing and interpreting the information should begin with them. Then there should be
eciuitable access to other resources, on the internet or through high school contacts, so that
parents can take the initiative to become informed about the programs that ére available.

The selection process needs to be designed so that students who do not function well on
paper and pencil tests or interviews have an opportunity to demonstrate their academic strengths'.
The programs db not séem to be designed to teach students to write tests. On the contrary, most
of the programs stressed that their focus is on creative problem solving and enriching the
curriculum through outdoor challenge activities. Ibelieve that the seiection process should more
closely match the activities which will be encountered in the program.

If information were more equitably available and the selection. process were more

student-friendly, I believe that more parents might consider these programs for their children.
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The dilemma then mirrors that of the Killarney Mini School. If only thirty students can be
accommodated out of the hundreds that apply, perhaps, rather than down-playing the beneﬁts or
offering social functions to appease those students not chosen; there is a need to expand the
prbgram,’ or at least some facets of it, so that a greater number of students could benefit from the
enriched acﬁvitiés. The parents and teachers at the Byng Arts Mini School sﬁccessfully ’
persuaded the school board to allow them to accommodate an entire extra class of students.
Britannia’s Venture Program indicated that it could be expanded if there were sufficient interest.
If that can be doné at these programs, could it not also be done at Killarney?

If it is too difficult or expensive to expand the program to accommodate an entire cohort,
perhaps some of the features of the mini school programs could be made more widely available
to all st_udents attending high school. The extended field trips could be-more widely offered, if
they are considered to be so educationally beneficial. Of course, funding would have to be found
to enable a wider socioeconomic range of students to participate. Many of the mini school
programs stress the sense of community engendered by small cohort as a benefit. This aspect of
- the mini school could be more widely available through timetabling groups of students in classes
together and organizing community-building activities. Combining English and Social Studies
in a Humanities prdgram, vefy similar to how these subjects are taught in elementary school and
some secondary and middle schools, is also a feature of the mini schools that could easily be
made available tb a wider group of students.

With a creative use of resources, perhaps some aspects of the mini school programs could
be made more widely available to other students in the school. I recognize that restructuring to
provide extra programs is diﬁ'lcﬁlt at this time, when schools are already reeling from the effects
they are experiencing due to cuts that have been made to other programs. If the Ministry of
- Education is truly committed to enabling school districts to provide expanded programs of

school choice, it needs to be prepared to fund these initiatives adequately. |
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Final thoughts

The District Specified Alternative Programs were designed to serve a perceived need in
the public school system; namely, providing the enriched educational opportunities required to
enable the most academically capable students to achieve their full potential. As support was
provided for students learning English as a second language and students requiring a variety of
'learning supports, so .was it deemed necessary to nurture gifted and talented students. In times
where reéources were more adequate, providing a variety of different programs to suit the
varying needs of students in the district wés accepted as the role of the public school. Although
the ideal of meeting the needs of all students in the system has not changed, the means of
delivering fhese prdgra_ms are being examined more closely than éver. As school districts
struggle to balance budgets by increasing class sizes and cutting support workers, it is inevitable
that sooner or later the public will begin to question programs that are designed to meet the needs
ofa few students. If these same programs prové to be benefiting a minority of socially
advantaged students, it is unlikely that they will survive the cutbacks that threaten all such
exclusi»ve programs.

This study involved a small percentage of the four to five thousand sfudents in Vancouver
who will move from elementary school ir_lto high school this fall. Although I attempted to sample
a cross-section of families, I do not presume to suggest that the.results I found fully represent the

-whole population. However? the paﬁem I observed of alternative educational choices attracting
parents with higher levels of education and more prestigious occupations has been replicated in
many other studies. It seems reasonable to suggest that before exploring the possibility of
‘creating more choices in public education careful thought needs to go into creating policies that
will ensure that enriched academic programs will be advertised and pfovided equitably for the

benefit of all students.
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Appendix D — Questibns Used in Teacher Interviews

NAME v SCHOOL

SECTION A - Getting to Know You:

For how many years have you been teachihg?

- At what schools have you taught?
For how many years have you taught at this schoo!?
For how many years have you taught Grade 7?
Have you ever taught Grade 7 at another school?
Do you have any children?
How old are they?
What schools do they attend?

© N o 0k~ 0N =

SECTION B - Elementary School Community:

For what high school(s) is a feeder school?

Do most students tend to go to [the neighbourood school]?
What other programs seem most popular?
Why do you think these are popular?

O > 0~

How are students and parents informed about: a). programs at high school?
| b) other programs?

Does the local high school offer enriched and remedial courses?

Do you inform parents about these courses?

Do you inform all parents about the choices available or only those for whom it

seems to be relevant?
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Appendix D (continued)

SECTION C - | Eilementary Schodl’s Parents:

© ©® N o o s e

-t
o

11.

Would you describe parents at this school as very involved in their children’s
school program in elementary school?

In what ways are they involved?

Do they tend to seek enrichment for gifted and talented children?

What kinds of programs do they ask for?

Do they tend to try to 'modify programs for children with learning difficulties?
What kinds of support do they ask for?

Do they ask many questions of you about high school programs?

What kinds of information do they want from ‘you?

If you cannot answer any quesfions, to whom do you refer them?

‘What other sources of information do you think parents use when looking at

high school programs?  a) internet?
b) School board publications?
c) Meetings at the elementary school?
d) Meetings at Lord Byng?
e) Meetings at mini schools?
f) Other parents?
g)  Other students?

h) Family?
i) Business associates?
j) Other?

Is there anything else that | should know about high school choice at this

school?

143




SECTION A - HIGH SCHOOL CHOICES

1. Which high school(s) you are considering for your child next year? Please write your answer(s) below:

2. Please indicate if your child has applied to any of the following programs:

Britannia Venture Program.......................... Yes [ No O
Byng Arts Mini School...........coerreeeeeenennnnee Yes O No [
David Thompson Odyssey Program.............. Yes [ No O
Gladstone Mini School............ccccveeeeeveeeee. Yes - [] No (|
Hamber Challenge Program......................... Yes [ No O
Ideal Mini School — Churchill.......... PO Yes [ No O
John Oliver Mini School...................c.c.. e Yes [ No O
Killarney Mini SChool. ....cceeeeeeeeeeeeeeieeneeennn. Yes [ No [
Point Grey Mini School.................coooeeeien Yes [ No O
Prince of Wales Mini School........................ Yes | No O
Teinpletoh Mini School.........c.cocoiiiiineininnnn. Yes [ No O
Tupper Mini School. .........ccuvvveeeeereeeeeeeeneees Yes [ No [
‘Vancouver Technical Summit Program.......... Yes [ No O

SECTION B - SOURCES OF INFORMATION ABOUT HIGH SCHOOL PROGRAMS

To what extent do you agree with the following statements? Please check one for each line.

Strongly Strongly
| Disagree Disagree Agree  Agree
1. My child’s teacher provided most of my information about high schools...... O O O O
2. Meetings at the elementary school gave us alot of high school information. [] O O a
>3. Information from high school teachers and counselors was very helpful....... O O O O
4. Information nights at the high‘school affected our choice of schools.......... O D O a
5. Information meetings at the mini schools influenced our decision............... O O 04 O
‘ 6. The internet was a valuable source of information about programs............. O a O | _ O
7. | Bréchures from the school board gave us a lot of useful information............ O O O O3
8. Advice from parents at our elementary school helped make our decision..... [ O O4d O
9. Parents of high school students have influenced our choice of schools........ O O 0O D
10. High school students have offered valuable advice about programs.............. O O O4d O
11. My child’s opinion was very important when making our decision............ O O 0O O -
12. Family friends have had an influence on our choice of high schools.......... O O 0O 0O
13. Advice of other family members was important in our decision—méking'....‘... O O 0O 0O
14. Business associates and co-workers have helped us choose a school............. O O O D
15. Please indicate below any other sources of information which hélped you learn about high school

programs;
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SECTION C - CRITERIA FOR CHOOSING A HIGH SCHOOL PROGRAM

Please rate how important you feel each of the following is when you are considering a high school
program that best suits the needs and interests of your son or daughter. Check one for each line.

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.

Notatall Somewhat Very

Extremely

Important’ Important Important Importarit

The school’s academic program........................ e . O | O M|
Fine Arts courses (e.g. Music, Visual Art, Drama) A O
The school’s athletic program (e.g. Physical Education.).................. O O O
The school’s athletic teams. ............oeovveiiiieeriiiiiiie e D O | ‘
The vocatioﬁal/technical program (e.g. Clotiling /Auto Shop)............ O O D
The school’s use of advanced computer technology................coceueue. O O (M
Extra-curricular acti\.'ities (e.g. social clubs; intramural teams)......... .. Od (| O
Enriched learning opporttinities........; ..... e ——— e O O O
Access to Ad\./anced Placement, International Baccalaureate Programs O O D
Availability of learning assistance teachers. ..................eevvevvvveveenenen. |j O |
Availability of extra academic SUPPOTt. ...eeeevvvneeereennaeeanens aerrerensanes O 0 O
Availability of instruction in English as a Second Language............... | O O
Service opportumtles (e g. charitable fund raising)...................ooenin. O O O
Leadership opportunities (e.g. Students’ Council executlve) e I O (W
Involvement in academic competitions (e.g. Pascal)................c...o.... O O a
Extended field trip experiences................... eerareaens eeeeeeeareeieaaeaes O O n
The quality of teaching. ...........evuureiieeeeieeeeeereeierirrreeeeeeeeeeenaeaees O O O
CIASSSIZE .. cvv v vveee e e e eeeeeeeeeee e eeeeeaeesesesessanaessrtaesennens e ssessmnes 0O n M|
The school’s reputation for academic excellence .. .......................... O | O
Academic honours and achievements of students at the school............ O A O _
University scholarships awarded to students at the school .................. O O M|
The Foundation Skills Assessment (FSA) results of students ............... O] O O
The Fraser Institute’s rating of the school..........oooiiiiiii, O O O
The school’s reputation for personal safety...................... R D O O
O O

Concermns about BULYING. ............vvveeeiiniiieiieeeeeeeieeeeeeerareeeeeeeereeens O

000000000000 O0OO0OOOOOOOOOOO



Not at all Somewhat  Very  Extremely
Important Important Important Important

26. Concerns about drugs and alcohol......... . ettt O O [ |
27. Keeping my child w1th school ﬁ'iénds ...................... ettt eeeeaaas O O
28. Keeping my child with brothers and SiSters...............cccovvmeeeemeeeeneeee O O O O
29. The location of the school............. SRR R e O O O O
30. Ease of travel to the school for my child................covvvvvvvreuriruinnnnn. (| O O O
31. The physical appearance of the high school... e O O O O
32. Special facilities (e.g. pOOl, theatre).........evevererrrrrreeeieeiriiiiieeeees O O O O
33. Finding a school that teaches values similar O My OWN....oovviiiiiinnns O O () O
34. A culturally diverse school community. e, O O O O

35. Please indicate in the space below any other considerations that make a difference when you are deciding

which high school you prefer your son or daughter to attend.

SECTION D - FAMILY INFORMATION

1. Please mark the box below that describes your relationship to the child:

mother.............. O
father................ O
guardian............ O .
other................ O  (please specify)
2. Did you attend high school in Vancouver? Yes [ - No 'l

If so, please name the high school(s) you attended?

If you attended high school elsewhere in Canada, in what city and province?

If you attended high school outside of Canada, in what country?

3. What was the highest level of educatidn you completed?

Elementary schOOL. ........oeuiviiiiiiiiiiniiiiiiiii i SO PPN O
Secondary SChOOLAIPIOMAL ............eeveereeereeeseeereeeseeeeeeeeseeesseeasseesaeesseasseesseensesesssesaeeeeeenns O
Apprenticeship, vocational, or trade school................cooiii O
Community college diploma/CertifiCate. ..............eeereeerreeereeeeeereesreeareeereeaseeereeeseeeenseesen O
Completed Bachelors Degree. ............ccoviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiicne e et aaa O
Completed Graduate or Professional Degree (e.g. medicine, law, engineering).......................... O
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4. What is your usual occupation (e.g. high school Math teacher, sales clerk, homemaker)?

5. For what kind of business or industry do you work (e.g. private girls’ school, retail shoe store, sawmill,

provincial government agency)?

~ 6. What language is usually spoken in the home?

IF APPLICABLE, PLEASE ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS

1. Did your spouse or partner attend high school in Vancouver? - Yes O " No O

If so, please name the high school(s) he or she attended?

If he or she attended high school elsewhere in Canada, in what city and province2_

If he or she attended high school outside of Canada, in what country?

2. 'What was the highest level of education completed by your spousé or partner?

EIEMENTATY SCHOOL. . ... eveeveereneeresieniascaeesteresee et eaeeaeeesemessemeesseesseemeenesoesse s e e s sre st sae e e O
Secondary SChOOl dIPIOMIAL ... ....vuieeeseesieereeieieneee s e e e e e teeeettt s e s e ee e teean s s s sesaaas O
Apprenticeship, vocational, or trade school............ocoiiiiiiiiiii O
Community college diploma/CertifiCate. .............uvverrrreereereseeereaaaanneneterereseeeaeeaaaeeeaesnnenanan O
Completed Bachelors Degree. ............oeveueeemmeaciivniirinnnnns J PP PPRTRPRR TR O
Completed Graduate or Professional Degree (e.g. medicine, law, engineering).......................... O

3. What is your spouse or partner’s usual occupation (e.g. high school Math teacher, sales clerk,

homemaker)?

4. For what kind of business or industry does your spouse or partner work (e.g. private girls’ school, retail

shoe store, sawmill, provincial government agency)?

If you have any final comments that you would like to share with me regarding the high school choices you
are making for your son or daughter or high school choices currently available in Vancouver, please add them

below.

Thank you very much for taking the time to fill in this questionnaire. Please return the completed

questionnaire, in the envelope provided, to your child’s teacher as soon as possible.
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