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ABSTRACT 

 

GENTRIFICATION AND SCHOOL CHOICE: 

WHERE GOES THE NEIGHBORHOOD? 

by 

Amy Childers Roberts 

 

This dissertation explores parent-gentrifiers’ lived experiences of the school-selection 

process, including the social networking and the influence of those social networks in 

their selection of schools.  School choice and parent involvement are forms of social 

capital, and such social capital represents the results of social networking and parental 

agency.  The unknown is how this scenario manifests itself in gentrifying parents’ school-

selection process in Atlanta’s Kirkwood and Grant Park neighborhoods.  Gentrifying 

children’s absence in urban public schools is of interest as residential areas integrate, 

while schools (re)segregate.  The research paradigm is interpretivist as it investigates the 

qualitatively different ways in which people experience or think about a phenomenon 

(Marton, 1986).  Purposive snowball sampling is used to reach 30 eligible participants in 

two neighborhoods.  The methodological approach is qualitative phenomenographic 

interviews.  The research found five options considered by parent-gentrifiers in the 

school-selection process that are consistent with the previous literature:  public school, 

charter school, private school, homeschool and undecided/not yet.  The forms of 

communication utilized in the social networking were face-to-face, phone, 

e-mail, social networking sites, and texting.  Participants varied by work schedule, 

neighborhood communication infrastructure, and level of social network in their forms of 

communication.  Parent-gentrifiers’ approaches to school selection included: activating 

agency, social networking, operating in social spaces, their social agenda with regard to 



 

 

diversity, and their educational agenda with regard to curriculum, instruction, and school 

characteristics.  The results show that while parents espouse racial and socioeconomic 

diversity, their choices in the option-demand system in Grant Park resulted in racial 

segregation among the schools.  In contrast, the lack of formal options in Kirkwood 

resulted in racial integration in the public elementary school.   The actions interpreted and 

ideas constructed in the process of selecting schools as a parent-gentrifier are of practical 

value to district efforts to understand the urban middle-class school-selection process.  In 

light of increasing school segregation and student attrition, continued urban revitalization 

efforts and the sustainability of those efforts for many major cities in the United States is 

highly dependent on their ability to regenerate and maintain quality schools that attract 

the middle-class.   
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Glossary   

 

Agency–also referred to as parental agency, based on the definition of human agency– 

“the freedom of individuals to act independently in creating a wide array of 

reactions to such massive deregulation” (Wells, 1996, p. 25).  Human agency is 

the capacity for human beings to make choices and to impose those choices on the 

world or their surrounding environment, having the wherewithal in a system of 

social relations to shape the outcome.  Parental agency is a more specific form of 

human agency where parental involvement in decision-making “can be a means 

through which civic association can be regenerated, leading to the renewal (or 

establishment) of active and participative modes of citizenship” (Vincent, 2001, p. 

347; see also Vincent & Martin, 2000).  An individual’s sense of agency is 

heavily structured by social class where opportunities for activating or exercising 

agency “are sought and taken up mostly by the professional middle-classes, 

secure in a sense of entitlement” (Vincent, 2001, p. 348).   

Boundary Work –efforts to create and maintain symbolic most often by privileged groups 

in an effort to distinguish between themselves and others to gain preference in the 

distribution of material and cultural resources (Bourdieu, 1989).  When 

distinctions are more unclear such as those in gentrifying neighborhoods, 

boundary work is enhanced as categorizations of merit emerge among groups.  

Martin (2008) found examples of such boundary work that hinged on the theme of 

child safety. 



 

vii 

 

Concerted Cultivation–Parents’ education, life expectancy, economic resources and 

occupation yield concerted cultivation (Lareau, 2002, p. 771).  It mirrors a 

representation of Bourdieu’s habitus or scholastic investment energy (Bodovski 

& Farkas, 2008; Bourdieu, 1986; Lareau, 2003; Lareau & Weininger, 2003b) 

Cultural capital–a system of inherited and acquired values influenced by social class and 

parents’ education, significantly affecting the system of reproduction strategies 

via hidden transmission.  Schools play a significant role in the reproduction of 

advantage via cultural capital (Lareau & Weininger, 2003a).  It may appear in the 

form of educational credentials/certificates (Bourdieu, 1977; Fuller, Elmore & 

Orfield, 1996; Redfern, 2003). For example, the kinds of books that parents read 

to their children or the types of entertainment they expose them to such as film, 

theater, music, and museums provide students with different bases of knowledge 

upon which they draw when trying to construct meaning from school experience.  

Educators favor the cultural capital of those who dominate economic, social, and 

political resources as well as the students who possess this form of capital (Ball, 

2003).  For research purposes, I have adopted the abstract form of Lareau and 

Weininger’s (2003a) interpretation of cultural capital including academic and 

technical skills and abilities rather than high status cultural knowledge, noting that 

“it allows culture to be used as a resource that provides access to scarce rewards, 

is subject to monopolization, and, under certain conditions, may be transmitted 

from one generation to the next” (p. 587).  Reay (1998) interprets cultural capital 

to be the skills and abilities to monitor, repair, and compensate for paucities in 

their children’s schooling.  
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Cultural familiarity–“a sense that fellow parents share their values, beliefs and customs. 

This is the first cultural logic that appears to drive the impassive reaction of some 

parents to school choice experiments” (Fuller, Elmore & Orfield, 1996, p. 14). 

Cultural logic–how families and parents make sense of and benefit from public schools as 

an institution.  For example, when low-income families begin to place a priority 

on location and vote with their feet, they are demonstrating a differentiated 

cultural logic–they begin to seek like neighborhoods, schools, and teachers 

(Fuller, Elmore & Orfield, 1996, p. 13). 

Cultural reproduction–place, class and identity are fundamental to the middle class 

parenting practices that lead to middle class reproduction and middle class 

formation (Robson & Butler, 2001).  

Division of Self/ Duality of self–A fundamental moral and ethical conflict with regard to 

the personal standpoint and the impersonal standpoint where two dichotomous 

judgments emerge such that everyone’s life is equally important, and everyone 

has his own life to lead (Nagel,1991).   

Focal Awareness–the direct object of one’s attention during an experience.  Returning to 

the experience at a different time, context or space will not necessarily reproduce 

the focal awareness.  Complete focal awareness, a sort of panaesthesia, would 

yield the same experience for all people, all the time and all meaning would be 

lost (Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 101).   

Habitus–“More simply put, habitus is how one’s view of the world is influenced by the 

traditional distribution of power and status in society” (Fuller, Elmore & Orfield, 
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1996, p. 27).  Habitus is based on social class, race, and religion as well as family 

and social experiences. 

Human Capital–for parents, it is their educational achievement.  It is transmitted to their 

children as academic achievement only through their social capital or parental 

involvement (Lee & Bowen, 2006, p. 211; See also Coleman, J., 1988).   

Normal biographies–the well-established and expected route for a person of a particular 

culture, class, and social position.  “The communication of expectations also 

embed the child in an imagined future, a sense of what they could and should 

aspire to, in the form of a normal biography” (Ball, 2003, p. 108).   For example, 

a child of two middle class professionals would expect to go to college without 

question.  The choice is embedded in their lifestyle (Ball, 2006). 

Normal trajectories–the planning of the steps to a normal biography.  Norms and 

expectations which are generated and reciprocated through social networks, 

school functions, and parent-child relationships at a local level.  Trajectory in 

general refers to the predicted life path of any individual based on location, 

family, culture, class, economic status.   “They become part of the taken for 

granted response to decisions, what people like us, in this place, do” (Ball, 2006, 

p. 204).  

Outcome Space–also referred to as the categories of description.  “The outcome space is 

constituted by the researcher to represent different ways of experiencing a 

phenomenon are thus seen as representing a structured set” (Akerlind, 2005a).  

Marton & Booth (1997) define outcome space as “the complex of categories of 



 

x 

 

description comprising distinct groupings of aspects of the phenomenon and the 

relationships between them” (p. 125).   

Parent-citizen–Hankins (2005) states, “That is, the subject-citizen of charter schools 

becomes the parent-citizen, who is part of a community of people interested in the 

education of children.  Parent-citizens represent the involvement of private 

interests in public education and as such, they participate in the neoliberal 

agenda,” (p. 43).   

Parent-gentrifier–Hankins (2007) introduces the term parent-gentrifier as “middle-class 

professionals who are also parents” (p. 114).   

Place-making–I utilize the term place-making to define the activities and strategies 

(practices) in which citizens engage to transform their physical and social space 

into place, recognizing that Cresswell’s (2004) and Massey’s (1994) perspective 

that place is a process.  I base the definition on a combination of place-shaping 

and place-framing at the individual and collective neighborhood level. 

Place-shaping, as defined by Lyons (2007), is integrated in the definition, 

following Collins and Gibney’s (2010) lead, because parent-gentrifiers may not 

be creating place, but shaping place that already exists.   

The term place-shaping covers a wide range of activity indeed anything 

that affects the well-being of the local community. It will mean different 

things in different places and at different levels of local government, 

informed by local character and history, community needs and demands, 

and local politics and leadership (Lyons, 2007, p. 174).  

 

Where place is formed out of the “particular constellation of social relations, 

meeting and weaving together at a particular locus,” (Massey, 1994, p. 154), it 

may be shaped by the activities of citizens involved.     
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 In addition to Lyons’ (2007) place-shaping, I include the definition of 

Martin’s (2003) place-framing because her perspective includes how place 

informs activism.  Martin (2003) argues that neighborhood organizations foster a 

neighborhood identity that obscures social differences among residents in order to 

legitimate their own agendas and empower community activism.  The 

neighborhood identity is created by describing the physical condition of the 

neighborhood and the daily life experiences of its residents, locating the problems 

in the place, and supplying a vision of what organizations or groups believe the 

neighborhood should be like, and while acknowledging great variation in the 

substance of individual agendas, place-framing provides motivational discourse 

for organizations that seek to unite residents (p. 730).  

Resegregation–the result of neighborhoods or schools that were once approximating an 

integrated ratio regressing toward more segregated indices. 

Social capital–the combination of familial organization, cultural and political networking 

investments that a person may possess and use to increase cultural and economic 

capital (Ball, 2003; See also Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988). 

Social distance–“the boundaries drawn around ethnic groups, by themselves and others, 

represent to some degree the desire to keep these lives separate from others in 

society” (Kaplan & Holloway, 1998, p. 5).  Social distance creates and/or 

maintains some form of segregation, especially in the form of educational 

segregation. 
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Social reproduction–“members of a social class accommodatively or strategically operate 

to maintain or enhance their position in social class structure” (Bourdieu & 

Boltanski, 1979, p. 198 as translated in Ball, 2006, 184; Ball, 2003, p. 154). 

Social space–Cresswell’s (2004) definition is “socially produced space” (p. 10).  

Bourdieu argued “social space is to the practical space of everyday life, with its 

distances, which are kept or signaled, and neighbours who may be more remotes 

than strangers…,” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 169).  Most significant to this space is the 

perception of the space by its occupants “which depend on their positions within 

it and in which their will to transform it or conserve it is often expressed” 

(Bourdieu, 1984, p. 169).  Further, the “space is constructed in such a way that 

the closer the agents, groups or institutions which are situated within this space, 

the more common properties they have; and the more distant, the fewer” 

(Bourdieu, 1989, p. 15).   
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CHAPTER 1 

 

THE PROBLEM 

Across the United States, the dramatic expansion of gentrification in urban 

neighborhoods yields residential integration because more middle-class professionals stay 

in the city and move to neighborhoods in economic, social and cultural transition 

(Cucchiara & Horvat, 2009; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 

2003a; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2003c).  The increase in gentrification/residential 

integration is forecasted to continue through 2025, because the sub-population of middle-

class professionals finds urban living more economical, less isolating and more culturally 

educational than suburban life (Leinberger, 2008).  As their numbers increase, so does 

their status as families rather than the young, single urban professionals that have 

characterized 40 years of gentrification research (DeSena, 2009; Karsten, 2003).  The 

purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences of parent-gentrifiers in the 

school-selection process through phenomenography as well as to describe the variation in 

the social networking, information exchange, and methods of communication that 

influence the place-making and attachment in the school-selection process of parent-

gentrifiers–a research topic original in both substantive and methodological approach.   
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Assumptions 

The first assumption in this research is that modern gentrifiers are likely to be 

parents involved in some stage of school selection (DeSena, 2009, 2006; Karsten, 2003). 

A second assumption of this research is that school selection occurs, regardless of the 

formal options available to families (Ball, 2003, 2006).  Parents who do not accept an 

option within the range of formal choices make informal decisions to formulate the 

educational trajectory of their children.  Examples of informal options include moving 

within the boundaries of a better school district, sending their children to live at a 

relative’s home, using a relative’s address for registration and commuting, or not 

choosing at all.  Regardless of the outcome, parents make a choice.  As a result, school 

choice markets have grown, yielding the school-selection process to be an increasingly 

common household decision in gentrifying neighborhoods.   

My research design phenomenographically explores the lived experience of parent-

gentrifiers in the school-selection process.  The premise for this research is based on the 

third assumption that stable communities yield stable schools (ABT Associates, Inc., 

2003), and gentrifying neighborhoods are demographic pockets that can either support or 

negate the role of public education, but they retain the potential to impact urban school 

reform, neighborhood by neighborhood (Cucchiara, 2008; Cucchiara & Horvat 2009; 

Lipman, 2004, 2009; 2011).  The fourth assumption of this research is that school 

selection is a form of consumption behavior, where parents consume education (DeSena, 

2009; Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2002). The fifth assumption is that parental social 

networks evolve in complexity (Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2002); and, in doing so, 
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they parallel the gentrification level of a neighborhood yielding more social infrastructure 

in more gentrified neighborhoods.   

 

Purpose of the Study 

The previous literature places an emphasis on the profiling, categorizing and 

essentialization of gentrifiers (Beck, 2007).  Rather, this study explores the diverse 

experiences of parent-gentrifiers in their quest for urban school options.  I chose 

phenomenography as the methodological approach.  Phenomenography is the study of 

one’s experience and reflection based two types of data - surface and deep response 

(Bowden & Green, 2005; Marton, 1981; Marton & Booth, 1997).   Participants’ 

responses are analyzed to unveil the “what” and “how” of the school-selection process in 

gentrifying neighborhoods.  To grasp the meaning of urban middle class school selection, 

I wanted to hear the voice and stories of the participants.  I developed the research 

questions to explore parent-gentrifiers’ perceptions of the lived experience of the school-

selection process.   

 

The Research Questions 

1. What are the lived experiences and reflections of parent-gentrifiers in the school-

selection process? 

a. What options do parent-gentrifiers consider in the school-selection 

process? (“What” aspect of the school-selection process) 

b. How do parent-gentrifiers perform in the school-selection process? 

(“How” aspect of the school-selection process) 
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2. What are their lived experiences and reflections in the social space and social 

networks surrounding the school-selection process? 

a. What forms of communication do parent-gentrifiers utilize to exchange 

information regarding school options influence their school-selection 

process? (“What” aspect of the school-selection process) 

b. How do social spaces and social networks where parent-gentrifiers 

exchange information regarding school options influence their school-

selection process?  

(“How” aspect of the school-selection process) 

3. What are the qualitatively different ways parent-gentrifiers experience the school-

selection process?  (The correlation between “What” and “How”). 

 

Significance of the Study 

While the literature abounds with research studies on gentrifiers’ consumption 

patterns, very little is known about how gentrifiers make educational decisions, or who 

and what influences their school choice (DeSena, 2006, 2009; Karsten, 2003; Oberti, 

2007).   Wells, et al. (2009) describe the need for a deeper analysis as necessary to 

understand how school and district quality relate to their communities and perpetuate 

inequality.  I approach this study with regard for the relationships within the community 

and social space that perpetuate inequality, exploring the qualitatively different ways 

parent-gentrifiers experience school-selection.   

Little detail is available regarding urban “parents’ information-seeking activities, 

sense making of the options available to them, or negotiation of institutional requirements 
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and processes when faced with a school choice system” (Neild, 2005, p. 273; André-

Bechely, 2005a, 2005b).  Much of the previous gentrification research that mentions 

education originated out of London — a city with formal school choice since 1988 

(Bridge, 2006; Butler, 2003, 1997; Butler & Hamnett, 2007; Butler & Robson, 2003a, 

2003b; Butler & van Zanten, 2007; Robson & Butler, 2001).  These earlier studies 

indicate that choice is determined by financial resources and social capital leading 

gentrifiers to send their children out of their catchment/zoned attendance area to better 

schools or to private schools.  Although the previous literature base analyzed where 

gentrifying children attended school in Europe, there is a dearth of research on the 

school-selection process among parent-gentrifiers in the United States (DeSena, 2006, 

2009).  Parent-gentrifiers represent a growing population in the United States, but their 

consumption patterns of education are not fully understood. 

Gentrifying parents are not easily distinguished.  Demographically, we can 

ascertain their boundaries of existence more through their homes and neighborhoods than 

through common individual markers.  Identifying characteristics of gentrifying areas 

include increased neighborhood residential values; increased educational or professional 

levels of residents; and, often, a change in the composition of the ethnicity of the 

neighborhood via displacement, although Black gentrification is on the rise (Combs, 

2010; Moore, 2005, 2009).  The identification of parent-gentrifiers is more difficult 

because their children do not typically attend their zoned public schools (Ball, et. al, 

1995; Butler, 2003; Butler & Robson, 2003a; DeSena, 2009;).  Their social networks and 

school selection are not obvious in demographic or census data.  Parent-gentrifiers and 

their school-selection process are under-examined in the previous literature.   
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Gentrifiers are an urban sub-population increasing in number and household size 

due to an increasing number of family gentrifiers (DeSena, 2009, 2006; Karsten, 2003; 

Leinberger, 2008).   However, current public school populations in the United States do 

not reflect the increase in residential integration (Boger & Orfield, 2005; DeSena, 2009; 

Reardon & Yun, 2005; Wells, et al., 2009).  For example, Atlanta experienced significant 

gentrification between 1996 and 2006.  The enrollment in Atlanta Public Schools 

dropped by 9,000 students between 1995 and 2003 and the majority-minority population 

mix remained constant (Atlanta Public Schools, 2004; Reid, 2003), potentially reflecting 

both the smaller family size of gentrifiers as well as their choice to send their children to 

non-public schools.   

A decreasing student population characterizes the gentrification process, typically, 

because the average family size reduces with the influx of marginalized gentrifiers 

without children, who are then followed by family gentrifiers.  Likewise, gentrifying 

families often have lower average number of children per household, creating smaller 

enrollment cohorts for the school system (Betancur, 2002; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008; 

Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2002).  An analysis of parent-gentrifiers’ school-

selection process and social networking, to that end, are absent from the literature.  

Alternative school options are numerous in Atlanta, but the lived experience of how 

parent-gentrifiers approach the school-selection process is unknown.   
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Neighborhood Space and Place-making 

The neighborhood is a physical space created by boundaries.  When a house 

transfers ownership, the new residents often paint the interior and exterior with a fresh 

coat of paint and make renovations, which can vary from minor to complete.  The house 

now represents their place in the neighborhood.  The difference between a space and a 

place is like the difference between a house and a home.  A common strategy of new 

occupants in a space, be it a dorm room, neighborhood or school, is to modify the space 

to reflect your personality, converting your space into a place (Cresswell, 2004).  Such 

efforts to create their niche eventually extend beyond the physical boundaries of their 

yard and neighborhood into creating social spaces.  Schools are an example of social 

space modified to reflect the interests of the participants.  An aspect of the school-

selection process is how parent-gentrifiers identify and attach to the space that they will 

choose for educating their children.   

Schools are an essential component in the relations that families with children 

establish with their neighborhoods and cities (Oberti, 2007).  They are a space for social 

interaction that actually beckons parental involvement and vision to make the school 

‘better’.  Such invitations create the opportunity for place-making and attachment 

(Cresswell, 2004).  The school space is modified in ways to reflect the place that parents 

want their children to spend their school days, based on their either nostalgic experiences 

or cultural logic.  Schools and their cultures are a result of place-making.  Amy Stuart 

Wells, et al.  (2009) find that little research has looked at the way place affects 

educational opportunity in terms of boundaries and racial and social segregation.  Butler 

(1997) discusses place in terms of a given geographical area holding values and special 
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meanings as well as whether a given locality has on causal effect on social processes or 

individual action (p. 9).  To that end, an investigation of the lived experience of school 

selection process may provide an opportunity to view parent place-making in gentrifying 

neighborhoods. 

Gentrifying parents reside in transitional neighborhoods.  Transitional means that 

a change is occurring in the neighborhood space.  The change is reflected in schools as 

new residents attempt to modify the existing social and physical space of schools.  An 

important theme of this paper is the way those spaces are modified through the lived 

experiences of parent-gentrifiers to create a sense of place.  Accordingly, those with 

power will most influence the modification of place into space, so who is most influential 

will influence place-making, based on the social constructs of social hierarchies--

exclusion and power (Cresswell, 2004).  Such hierarchies and effects of power were 

found in Cucchiara and Horvat’s (2009) research on middle-class parents who chose 

public urban schools because they had the power to influence the shape and outcome of 

their child’s education.  Tim Butler (1997) considered the influence of place on what you 

do and think.   

In this research, I consider the place-making activities of parent-gentrifiers in their 

lived experience.  Further, I assert that place-making behaviors precede the enrollment of 

parent-gentrifiers’ children and play a significant role in their school-selection process, 

because they begin to “pause and rest and become involved” (Cresswell, 2004, p. 20).  

These behaviors can range from playgroup protocol to school enrollment, but the lived 

experience of parent-gentrifiers’ will be learning how to negotiate the new structures of 

their space and leave their personal impression where “The places we have to negotiate 



9 

 

 

are the result of the practices of those who were here before us but this place in the future 

will be different” (Cresswell, 2004, p. 36).  As parent-gentrifiers create a place, they 

change the practice of place-making in their own space and influence the future practices. 

Place-making is based on historical roots and authenticity, both of which are 

found in the urban neighborhoods of Grant Park and Kirkwood.  The Craftsman 

bungalows and Victorian homes demonstrate a historical period that is distinctive, thus, 

returning to the concept of gentrification as a form of consumption (Bridge, 2006).  

Walker and Clark (2009) assert that newcomer parents have less allegiance to place.  In 

contrast, I argue that the place-making and attachment that result from the social 

networking of parent-gentrifiers creates allegiance.  In their effort to shape their space, 

parent-gentrifiers create an alliance of agency. 

In summary, parent-gentrifiers’ households are significant to the long-term 

development and stability of middle-class settlements in urban areas because education is 

significant to the choice of residence, and vice versa (Cucchiara, 2008; Frankenberg, 

2005; Robson & Butler, 2001).  The lack of research on gentrifiers’ school-selection 

process represents “a missed opportunity to develop a detailed picture of the practices 

and strategies through which distinctive middle class groups” form and sustain in 

different parts of the city (Robson & Butler, 2001, p. 70).    Previous researchers 

explicitly voiced the need to research the school selection aspect of gentrification (André-

Bechely, 2005a, 2005b; Croft, 2003; DeSena, 2006, 2009; Karsten, 2003; Robson & 

Butler, 2001).  This study informs the literature base regarding parent gentrifiers’ school-

selection process, including their social spaces and social networks as places of access to 

school-related information.   
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Social Networks and Social Space 

The fourth assumption of this research is that school selection is a form of 

consumption behavior, as informed by Warde and Tampubolon’s (2001) study, which 

suggests that there is a relationship between whom a person knows and how and what 

they consume.  In other words, social networks may influence taste and consumption 

practices, and consumption involving “situated activities entailed in social practices,” 

yielding the school-selection process to be an important venue for which to examine the 

lived experiences of parent-gentrifiers (Warde & Tampubolon, 2001, p. 4).  School 

selection is a process of accessing information, evaluation of information and eventually, 

enrolling a child in a chosen school.  Social networks are spaces of information exchange 

for members. The social networks of gentrifiers may or may not resemble their social 

spaces or physical communities.  My research investigates this gap in the literature.  

Gentrifiers share a local place, but do not necessarily share social space in their 

neighborhoods (DeSena, 2006, 2009).  Leinberger (2008) cites suburban sprawl as a 

previous contributing factor in the erosion of community life.  Whereas suburban 

communities became isolated and culturally void due to the lack of walkable areas or 

town equivalents of Main Street, urban areas or town centers provide physical, 

geographical space for the cultivation of social relations and networks.  Gentrifiers in the 

21
st
 century buy into the idea of an urban community replete with the aesthetically 

appealing old housing and open front porches (Bridge, 2006).  The neighborhood school 

is also a component in a place-based community.  While they renovate their homes, they 

also build and shape a community through their place-making activities.  Community is 



11 

 

 

an essential component of their social life, and it derives from their social networking.  

The close geographical space of parent-gentrifiers makes neighborly contact, 

socialization and community formation less complicated than in the suburbs.   The 

formally imposed and self-imposed boundaries of gentrifying neighborhoods influence 

the community and socialization.   The role of boundaries on that space is also significant 

in terms of government and school district zones (Wells, et al., 2009). 

 

 

Formal Boundaries and Neoliberalism in Communities 

In the 1960s and 1970s, the social policies of big government began to shift and 

Community Development initiatives were created.  For Atlanta, the development of 

community-based input and governance occurred in 1974 with the charter of the 

Neighborhood Planning Units (NPUs) (Sawicki, 2002).  By establishing the communities 

such as the NPUS, social space was deconstructed into more accountable units with local 

accountability and identification factors (Rose, 1996).  Community life was largely 

determined by these new boundaries.  With the development of community programs, 

agendas that had always been the federal or state government’s social responsibility were 

redirected to community responsibility.  Community members became differentiated via 

the degree of their affiliation (or marginalization) from tacit citizen conduct codes 

regarding daily practices like raising children, schools, consumption practices and the 

rationalization of their practices as self and familial investments (Rose, 1996).  The 

caveat to this system was that ones’ community network allegiances could be disregarded 

for a better connection or identification marker such as education (Rose, 1996).   

Individualism could steer allegiance, so even though one belonged to a community, they 
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could opt out as needed for a better choice such as schools.  Although community is 

promoted, it is based on individuals and their consumption.  In allowing this exemption, 

neoliberal choice markets create an ultimate division of the self versus the social good–

Nagel’s duality (Nagel, 1991).  When formal boundaries are considered with regard to 

schools, individualism steers allegiance, regardless of the abstract “right thing to do” 

(Wells, et al., 2009, p. 21).  Nagel’s duality of self may appear as a theme in my research, 

depending on the priorities parents express in their school-selection process.   

      Walker (2010) examines the community in terms of the geographic and social 

commonalities or interests of residents, labeling school as a ‘community of shared 

interests’ located within ‘a community of place’ (2010, p. 716).  The collective logics of 

community combine with the individual ethos of neoliberal politics through “choice, 

personal responsibility, control over one’s own fate, self-promotion and self-

government”, and we can be governed through our allegiance to communities of morality 

and identity (Rose, 1996, pp. 335-336).  However, we can break our allegiance to 

community in the order of self-interest.  Nagel (1991) argues that the demarcation 

between individual interest and social good is precarious, especially with regard to 

diversity and segregation.   Atkinson (2008) questions whether “we accept that such 

segregation is either desirable or inevitable” (p. 2630) in the social mix and balance of 

communities.   Ball and Vincent (2007) demonstrate that different communities do create 

differing responses to the duality of self and society.  In the current economy, one’s own 

self-interest may supersede community benefit.  Parent-gentrifiers may not attend the 

neighborhood school although doing so may preserve the community.  Individualism and 
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self-interest may reign over social collectivism and the social good in the data results.  

Segregation may be a consequence. 

Community life encompasses social networking and social spaces, virtual or 

geographic.  The evolution of community in gentrifying neighborhoods entails social 

networking and social space with a sense of Nagel’s individual self versus the social 

good.  Based on Rose’s (1996) thoughts on community, my study includes the social 

networking experience and the social space where the exchange of school selection 

information occurs for parent-gentrifiers.  I begin with community as the base social 

network, with respect for the potential to transpose allegiances outside of the community 

or diverge from the community’s orientation in order to serve individual interests.   

 

 

Social Networks and Influence 

A definition of geographical community provides the physical boundaries for this 

research approach, but the social networks and social spaces in which they form may 

provide differentiated boundaries based on place-making behaviors. Foremost, social 

networks help form value systems through which one calibrates principles and judges 

actions.   Vincent (2003) argues that specific definitions of the good parent or good 

school originate within the communities to which one belongs. 

 

That is, value systems are constructed, or influenced, or inflected within families, 

social networks and local communities.  They become part of the taken for 

granted responses to decisions, what people like us, in this place, do.  This is 

where collectivity comes back in, and is a basis for the values of individualism, 

the putting of the family first.  These social contexts constitute a moral 

community within which the necessity of an attitude, toward family, schooling 

and parenting, is formed and maintained (Vincent, 2003, p. 204 in Ball, 2006). 
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Taken a step further, the social networks of parent-gentrifiers are important because 

Warde and Tampubolon (2001) found social networks could influence consumption 

behaviors.  Research regarding the influence of Social Network Sites (SNS) on 

consumption practices is referred to as the composition of the taste fabric (Liu, 2008; Liu, 

Davenport, & Maes, 2006; Liu, Maes, & Davenport, 2006).  Where the social networking 

occurs may make it possible to include or exclude others using virtual social networking 

sites such as Facebook, Twitter or MySpace, making the use of SNS an innovative 

method of looking at consumption patterns (Liu, 2008; Liu, Maes, & Davenport, 2006; 

Liu, Davenport, & Maes, 2006).  The boundary work of parent-gentrifiers is also of 

interest to the formation of a community on a SNS (Martin, 2008).   Social networking 

sites provide additional opportunities for place-making discourse and attachment with the 

power to include and exclude others.  

 

Virtual Social Space 

Virtual communities are an unexamined area of parent-gentrifiers’ social 

networking.  Previous research does not include the forms of social networking utilized 

among parent-gentrifiers.  Driskell and Lyon (2002) break community into three spheres: 

local place (i.e. neighborhoods), shared space (i.e. school or church), and cyberspace.  

They find that virtual communities offer two of the three prerequisites to be a 

community—common ties and social interaction, but not the identification with place 

(Driskell & Lyon, 2002).  I include the extent that place-making occurs via the common 

ties and social interactions in virtual social space.  The community life of days gone by 

did not allow one to literally and decisively pick and choose or accept and ignore 
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community members in one’s social network with the touch of button.  Yet, that is 

exactly what happens with Facebook and MySpace with one’s “friends”.   

The selection of social networks can be strategic.  Savage (2008) refers to selective 

networking and socio-spatial attachments as “elective belonging” (p. 1).  Social 

networking with regard to school selection is best understood by analyzing the middle-

class parents’ “patterns and processes of time and space management and the existence of 

social enclaves and social networks” (Ball, 2006, p. 164; Ball, Bowe, & Gerwitz, 1995).  

Utilizing social networks in cyberspace as a means of coordinating information is a 

method of time and space management amongst social ties.  For instance, Facebook is 

one of the largest social networking sites with 400 million users in its sixth year of 

business (Helft & Stone, 2010).    Social networking sites provide a new research 

opportunity  in the social space of parent-gentrifiers’.  Whether on-site or on-line, 

elective belonging in this instance occurs in purposeful social networks that yield 

strategic social capital and access to information that benefits the education of one’s 

children as well as an opportunity to form attachments to place. 

 

 

The Topic of Children 

The access and exchange of information that occur in parent-gentrifiers’ social 

networking may influence the school-selection process in various ways.  Leslie Martin 

(2008) studied three gentrifying neighborhoods in Atlanta and found that children and 

their safety are an innocent, ‘blameless topic of discussion’ that serves to create 

“boundary work” that symbolically excludes others based on the perception of who or 
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what constitutes unsafe environments or practices (p. 332).  Boundary work serves to 

create a polarization between groups where a value or merit places one group in a more 

privileged position than another.  In Martin’s (2008) study, parents are able to discuss 

issues in subtle, consistent ways, without reference to race or class, that help them 

establish the boundaries of a social network of active citizens in the neighborhood where 

the focus of conversation revolves around the paramount issue of child safety.  Such 

contexts provide the venue through which can one can effectively include and exclude 

members in their social networks based on their positions of what is in the best interest of 

children.   Kesha Moore’s (2005) work on gentrification reinforces the notion that 

concern for child safety increases tensions in gentrifying neighborhoods.  The 

conversations, and where they occur, are a component of place-making for parent-

gentrifiers in the school-selection process.   

Gentrifying parents are particularly adept at claiming their space and rights when 

coupled with the compelling issue of children (Martin, 2008), gaining legitimacy via 

caretaking roles and viability through their culturally and economically privileged social 

networks.  While schools are an “essential component of the relations most families with 

children establish with their neighborhoods and cities” (Oberti, 2007, p. 226), and a 

perceived and actual power differential can intentionally and unintentionally produce 

social inequalities.  Compared to previous gentrifying populations which did not 

generally include children (DeSena, 2006, 2009; Karsten, 2003), the new parent-

gentrifiers may wield greater influence and community school transformation through the 

common, shared interests of their children.  The combination of close geographical space, 
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shared parental concerns and socio-economic commonalities lubricates the social 

networks formed around their children’s activities. 

With regard to school selection, parent-gentrifiers socially network for access to 

information, but where that information exchange occurs is unknown.  This research is 

practical to the extent that it potentially informs theory regarding the lived experience of 

parent-gentrifiers’ school-selection process, as well as their information exchange and the 

social network influence on their school choice.  The extension of parent-gentrifiers’ 

social space into virtual space is an unexplored avenue of social networking where a 

cyberspace community of parent-gentrifiers may parallel the complex evolution of the 

actual community interactions.   

Another significant effect of gentrification on schools is a magnification of the 

issues of segregation (DeSena, 2009).  In the past, school choice previously contributed 

to socially and racially segregated schools (Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2002).  An 

exploration of the lived experiences of parent-gentrifiers may reveal insight to the school-

selection process and the role of social networking from multiple perspectives.  Due to 

rapid population growth in the last 20 years as a Sunbelt city, Atlanta, Georgia, was an 

attractive research site. 

 

 

Atlanta   

The South produced large waves of immigration from 1995 to 2000, and Atlanta 

was a specific population magnet between 1995-2000, with a high net immigration of 

68.4% - the second largest in the country (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2003a, 2003b, 

2003c).  Atlanta experienced growth via gentrification (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008). A 
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majority of Atlanta immigrants in 1995-2000 were between the 25-39 years of age, 

carrying a potentially heavy influence on society through childbearing capacity and 

human capital longevity due to their young age (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2003c).  

Their settlement in central cities stimulated economic development and the provision of 

services because their housing choices are seen as not only a place to live, but also an 

investment in the area.  Georgia was a “domestic powerhouse” of inmigration from 1995-

2000, and a popular destination for the young, single and college-educated, with Atlanta 

seeing a great deal of net inmigration of the young, single and college-educated (U.S. 

Bureau of the Census, 2003c, p. 5).  In essence, Atlanta has a substantial population of 

potential parents, and they are residentially integrating.  They have the potential to be 

parent-gentrifiers who will select schools in the near future.   

Atlanta has experienced much neighborhood transition (Atlanta City Council, 

2001; Martin, 2007, 2008).  In choosing neighborhoods in which to concentrate this 

research, I looked for areas that qualified as being in various stages of the process of 

gentrification in order to maximize variation and make comparisons where the more 

gentrified an area was, the more school options were potentially available to residents 

(DeSena 2009).  This research focuses on two gentrifying neighborhoods with varying 

degrees of gentrification.  The fifth assumption in this research is that the evolution of 

social networks parallels the progressive stages of neighborhood gentrification as 

neighborhood infrastructure increases.  As more people gentrify a neighborhood, more 

connections are made that are analogous to the development of infrastructure and 

investment (See also Warde, 1991 regarding evolution of gentrified neighborhoods).  
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 A Tale of Two Neighborhoods 

Kirkwood and Grant Park are the chosen research sites based on their distinct 

levels of gentrification, racial composition, and variation in formal school options.  

Comparing and contrasting their statistics offers a glimpse of the demographic variance.  

Kirkwood is a relatively newer gentrifying neighborhood when compared with Grant 

Park, a historic neighborhood that experienced gentrification at least ten years prior to 

Kirkwood.  Grant Park is a neighborhood characterized by high home values with the 

average of $335,000 (CityData, 2007b).  The Grant Park population is majority White, 

and the occupations are predominantly professional (CityData, 2007b).  While the 

average age is 33-34, children constitute approximately 18% of the population (CityData, 

2007b).  Private school attendance for 3-18 year olds is almost 14% (CityData, 2007b)- a 

very high number considering the existence of the Neighborhood Charter School which 

resulted from the effort of local parents.  “The Neighborhood Charter School was the 

brainchild of parents and residents of the Grant Park neighborhood who worked for years 

to raise money and gain school-district approval for their school,” (Hankins, 2007, p. 

113).   In 2011, the Neighborhood Charter School merged with the Atlanta Charter 

Middle School, creating a K-8 charter school.  Last, a view of the attendance zone for the 

neighborhood public school, Parkside Elementary School, demonstrates how the 

boundary cuts through Grant Park, potentially dividing the community and its social 

spaces.   

In contrast, Kirkwood home values average $192,000 (CityData, 2007a).  The 

populace has a much higher proportion of service, sales and office occupations.  

Kirkwood is a majority Black neighborhood with 18% fewer mortgages than Grant Park.  
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Fewer mortgages would indicate an older population or cheaper housing stock with cash 

transactions.  The higher concentration of people in Kirkwood per square mile than 

Atlanta may indicate the availability of more rental units.  Finally, Kirkwood has a large 

population of children–almost twice as many as Grant Park, but only 0.9% attends a 

private school between the ages of 3-18 (CityData, 2007a).  The result is two physically 

close, but socially different neighborhoods experiencing gentrification.  Further, the 

histories of both elementary schools resonate differently within the community, yielding 

different expectations from residents. 

 

Delimitations 

I designed the boundaries of the study to narrow the study’s scope and focus.  I 

conducted the research from January 2010 to August 2011, in Atlanta, Georgia.  

Participants in the study were selected based on the criteria that they were residents of the 

gentrifying neighborhoods Kirkwood or Grant Park with a child between the age of 0 and 

5 in order to hear the lived experience of school selection in the primary years.   Because 

variation is the key to a successful phenomenography, the two neighborhoods chosen for 

study were well-suited to demonstrate differences in the stages of gentrification.  I did not 

consider other potential neighborhoods outside of the attendance zone for Atlanta Public 

Schools.  Numerous other neighborhoods were eliminated for being either too extreme in 

racial composition (in any direction), demonstrating a shift in home values, or not 

showing children as a portion of their population graph such that data would produce 

results based on maximized variation sampling.   
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Summary 

The school-selection process is an experience, not an outcome.  My dissertation is 

original because there is a paucity of research regarding gentrifiers’ school choice in the 

United States.  In addition, previous research has not studied school selection as a process 

that incorporates social networking and virtual communities.  Finally, phenomenography 

is a relatively new approach to studying the lived experience of a phenomenon.  

Cumulatively, this research proposal offers original empirical research to contribute to 

the nexus of the fields of education and gentrification, thus yielding substantive and 

methodological originality.   

I briefly recapitulate the assumptions that form the foundation of this research.  The 

first assumption in this research is that modern gentrifiers are likely to be parents 

involved in some stage of school selection.  A second assumption of this research is that 

school selection occurs, regardless of the formal options available to families.  The third 

assumption is that stable communities yield stable schools, and that gentrifying 

neighborhoods can support or negate public education, retaining the potential to influence 

substantial urban school reform, neighborhood by neighborhood.  The fourth assumption 

of this research is that school selection is a form of consumption behavior, where parents 

consume education through the process of school choice. The fifth assumption is that 

parental social networks evolve in complexity in parallel to the gentrification level of a 

neighborhood.   

The study is organized into five chapters, along with a bibliography/reference 

section, and appendix.  Chapter 1 presents the problem and its significance as a lack of 

research in the nexus of gentrification and education in a neoliberal market.  Chapter 2 
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presents a review of the previous related literature dealing with gentrification, education, 

social networks, social space, place-making, and parental involvement in the school-

selection process.  Chapter 3 describes the research design and methodology of the study.  

I present the data analysis and a discussion of the results in Chapter 4.  Chapter 5 contains 

the summary, conclusions and recommendations of the study.  The study concludes with 

a bibliography and appendix.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

In order to explore the context and multiple spheres of influence on parent-

gentrifiers’ school-selection process, I review several bodies of literature, including the 

studies of neoliberalism, gentrification, middle-class school choice, social networks, and 

segregation.  I begin with an analysis of the influence of neoliberal ideology on the 

markets of education and gentrification as a theoretical framework to explore 

gentrification in terms of the consumption of housing, and where parent-gentrifiers’ 

agency and participation manifests itself in school selection in the consumption of 

education.  The gentrification literature section depicts the history and globalization of 

gentrification, which I combine with the previous research on education, middle-class 

school choice, social networks and segregation to construct an exploration of parent-

gentrifiers’ school-selection process.   

 

 

The Role of Neoliberalism in Gentrification and Education 

Neoliberalism represents a shift from public to private with a focus on economic 

competition—a market-based agenda or free market.  The neoliberal market model 

focuses on individualism, emphasizing free trade, and natural, fair competition in 

meritocratic schools and job markets (Brantlinger, 2003).   Neoliberal politics take 

capitalist choice to a global level where everyone’s interest is based on maximizing their 
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individual potential.  Community and social cohesion transform into a secondary priority.  

The foundations of a neoliberal market economy are property rights, businesses, and 

inheritance rights, based on the U.S. belief that democracy is essential.  Harvey (2005) 

elaborates on the foundation as political economics focused on the liberation of 

individual entrepreneurialism with a focus on private property rights, free markets, and 

free trade.   Originating in the 1960s, neoliberal policy expanded choice in the areas of 

education and housing in the United States and the United Kingdom.  By the 1980s, the 

respective Reagan and Thatcher administrations were heavily tied to the neoliberal 

agenda (Harvey, 2005; Peck & Tickell, 2002).  Thirty years later, the United States and 

the United Kingdom are important research sites for gentrification and school choice. The 

United Kingdom, and especially London, has a deep literature base regarding 

gentrification and their formal system of school choice.   

From 1937 until the 1960s, the United States government operated a social 

welfare state with Keynesian policies that dominated U.S. economic policy (Harvey, 

2005; Keynes, 1936/1964), redistributing income to the poor and public spaces.  As 

neoliberal policy superseded the Keynesian economics of post-World War II, a focus 

developed on the individual accumulation of capital rather than the social welfare and 

affirmative action policies of the past (Lakes & Carter, 2009).  Neoliberalism surfaced 

around the time of the Nixon administration, when the federal government reduced public 

urban finances in a laissez-faire approach (Hackworth, 2007).  The reductions of federal 

capital left windows of opportunity for the investment of private capital.  Because one 

must invest to reap a return in the accumulation of capital, initial investments require 

some capital resources—eliminating those without capital in the beginning. Harvey 
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suggests that neoliberalism is an agenda “to restore power to the economic elite” via 

capital accumulation (2005, p. 19).  Capital accumulation is a point of consideration 

throughout the remainder of my research, and although economic capital is the current 

form under discussion, I review various forms of capital (Bourdieu, 1986) in detail in this 

chapter. 

Neoclassical urban theory predicted the future suburban sprawl out of urban areas 

in the 1950s (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008). Investment and economic capital 

accumulation would theoretically follow the suburbs because the middle class would 

consume the newest housing in low-density areas (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008).  

However, the flow of capital began to change in the 1980s when urban areas increasingly 

attracted investment as dual-income families desired shorter commutes to their places of 

business, especially in cities with high traffic congestion and low investment in public 

transportation.  The middle-class preference for cheap land and space in suburbia waned 

and gentrification occurred in many urban areas.  

Commencing in the 1960s, Atlanta used urban-renewal programs to remove poor 

Black neighborhoods from the areas surrounding downtown and the convention center 

(Keating, 2001).  At the same time, cities utilized neoliberal policies to create incentives 

for capital development in abandoned areas, spurring gentrification and resulting in 

increased owner-occupation and a vested interest in urban property (Hackworth, 2007). 

As Maynard Jackson’s 1990-1994 administration focused on the revitalization of poor 

African American neighborhoods, the business community had another agenda based on 

corporate-financed, volunteer-based programs, an approach that won out over that of the 

city (Keating, 2001, p. 145).  Specific components of Atlanta’s urban-renewal policies in 
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the late 1990s were Empowerment Zones (Central Atlanta Progress and the City of 

Atlanta, 2000; Morse, 1997).  The city designated blighted areas as Empowerment Zones.  

If one purchased a home in an Empowerment Zone, the Atlanta Housing Authority 

offered buyers a low down payment and a below-market interest rate with the single 

requirement to reside in the home a minimum of two years.  Down payments were as 

little as $52.00 on a $95,000 loan with a reduced interest rate [4.75%] and closing costs 

paid by the Atlanta Housing Authority (author’s personal anecdote).  In addition, 

Empowerment Zones had additional police staffed to ameliorate safety concerns.  

Summerhill was an example of “intentional gentrification”, where low-income renters 

could not afford the market rate of the new construction units, and so they were displaced 

by high-income homeowners (Keating, p. 159).  The offer enticed many first-time 

homebuyers. Because houses were cheap in transitional neighborhoods because they 

posed an investment risk making gentrification a form of speculation in the free market 

but cushioned by lower prices in the early phases of transition.  

Residential housing reached exacerbated prices during the boom from the late 

1990s to 2006, underlined by the American Dream of expanding capital worth through 

one’s home.   Thus, gentrification allowed perceptive buyers to purchase their first home 

at a time when soaring real estate prices would have otherwise priced them out of the 

market. The previous section provides support of the neoliberal agenda in action in 

Atlanta.  The next section demonstrates the nexus of neoliberalism, gentrification, and 

education.   

Gentrification is “the leading edge of neoliberal urbanism”–a discourse of 

regeneration and renaissance notes Lees, Slater, and Wyly (2008, p. xvii) which yields 
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geographical unevenness and heterogeneous (mixed) communities (Butler & Lees, 2006; 

Peck & Tickell, 2002; Smith, 2008).  Gentrification, an example of the neoliberal market 

model, is facilitated by the state which yields economic capital accumulation via property 

taxes and valuation to the individual (Hackworth, 2007; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008).  

Lipman (2009, 2011) finds that neoliberal discourse frames minority urban areas as 

pathological spaces in need of reform and rejuvenation.   

 

The discourse of ‘failing’ schools in low-income communities of color is 

constitutive of framing ‘bad neighborhoods’ in need of cleansing.  Closing 

schools to re-open them with new identities in turn enables the ‘renaissance’ of 

the area for new middle-class home buyers (Lipman, 2011, p. 226).   

 

Such rhetoric justifies middle class ‘progress and change’ in gentrifying neighborhoods 

as residents are displaced and areas transformed to capitalize on consumption patterns.   

The commercial transformation of urban areas is another example of how 

neoliberal policy attracts and enriches private capital.  Third wave gentrification is the 

post-recession generalized strategy of capital accumulation that evolved out of second 

wave gentrification during the mid-1990s (Hackworth & Smith, 2001).  Hackworth 

(2002) extends that argument to include the combination of corporate investment and the 

facilitation of that investment by federal and state governments.  The eradication of 

public housing, a significant indicator of third wave gentrification, invites corporate 

investment in mixed income communities (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008).  As a component 

of the corporate-center development strategy, urban revitalization is the growth machine 

for the development of the post-industrial city on a global scale (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 

2008; Lipman, 2004, 2009, 2011).  “By getting rid of the old through renovation, 
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eradicating public housing in certain areas or at least displacing others, and eliminating 

equality, gentrification epitomizes neoliberalism” (Hackworth, 2007).  The new 

communities, city centers and urban villages provide every amenity in a neoliberal 

market, indulging one’s freedom to consume and another’s freedom to capitalize on the 

supply side of the former’s demands.   

Founded on the belief that each individual is accountable for her own fate based 

her actions and well-being, neoliberalism supports individual liberty with special regard 

to lifestyles and consumption (Harvey, 2005).   Freedom to consume is based on the 

assumption that “individual freedoms are guaranteed by freedom of the market” (Harvey, 

2005, p. 7).    Restated by Pauline Lipman (2011), “Neoliberalism reframes democracy as 

the freedom to consume in the market…” (p. 223).   Patterns of consumption follow 

trends based on individualism, coveting that which is unique.  Personalization or 

customization (choice) and exotic consumption are hallmark features of the neoliberal 

economy and gentrification.  If you can imagine it, you can buy it.   

In the U.S., neoliberal policy functions as the “new capitalism which universalizes 

White middle-class culture through “customizing desire” as opposed to old capitalism’s 

form of “standardizing desire” (Gee, Hull, & Lankshear, 1996, p. 43).  Consumption 

behaviors and desires, in turn, transform the trends of supply and demand.  Gentrification 

is an example of the neoliberal market model in action, based on expectations and 

consumption/taste trends, both of which can cause the supply and demand curve to shift 

(Ball, 2006; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008).  Prices soar in areas that experience 

gentrification when they experience an increase in the demand side of the market. 
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Although neoliberalism changes the daily life of American markets through the 

promotion of community regeneration and urban order, it is based on the promotion of 

individual interests and desires (Peck & Tickell, 2002).  Under a neoliberal agenda, social 

service programs transition to market-based models (Lipman, 2011), and they foster local 

grassroots movements and private capital investments. Programs that do not support the 

institutional framework of neoliberal markets, such as education, parks, libraries and 

community centers, and social housing  are left to survive without government 

intervention where they, instead, fall into the hands of individuals who actively involve 

and intervene (Harvey, 2005; Lipman, 2011).  Under neoliberal ideology, the notion of 

social responsibility and civic space where people of all socioeconomic statuses share 

responsibilities as a community is gone (Gee, Hull, & Lankshear, 1996), leaving 

vacancies for those with the means and agency to become key players in housing and 

education.  At the individual level, the priorities of social justice and community 

cohesion dissolve (Brantlinger, 2003; DeSena, 2006; Lipman, 2004).  The result is a 

tension between “neoliberal capital accumulation, the global city agenda, and social 

justice in education” (Lipman, 2004, p. 24).  As a result, those with more capital to invest 

also have more influence on the outcomes of social services, including the delivery of 

education and community space.   

Within the field of education, neoliberalism poses a threat to the traditional 

institution of public schools because they are pathologized as bastions of mediocrity in 

need of reform.  Education, a social service program, is at risk of losing its equitable 

priorities and community-centered space due to competition for resources and 

privatization.  The assumption of meritocratic [if it is a good school, it will succeed] 
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schools is inherent in neoliberal market models of education, turning the public domain 

of education into a competitive market for a quality education (Vincent & Martin, 2002).   

Schools have operated under the paradigm of equality since 1954 (Brown I and 

IDEA 1994).  As school choice was initially a solution to desegregation plans, it was 

recast in the 1980s as “...a focus on improving the quality of schools rather than working 

to make schools racially integrated” (Henig, 1996).   With the assumption that individual 

freedoms are guaranteed by a free market, neoliberal ideology replaces a focus on equity 

with that of business models of efficient production, choice, accountability and 

excellence (Harvey, 2005).  In the free market ideology, increased competition for 

excellence, accountability and choice sacrifice equity.  Equity is not necessarily 

measurable, efficient or profitable.  It is a value-added process.  Unfortunately, “the 

values of individual freedoms and social justice are not, however, necessarily 

compatible” (Harvey, 2005, p.41; See also Nagel, 1991).   

As a result of capitalist globalization and its inherent economic restructuring, 

neoliberal markets exacerbate inequality in education (Maloutas, 2007).    In summary, 

neoliberal education markets conflict with the social justice agenda because private 

interests do not necessarily serve the social good.  In the next section, I discuss how 

neoliberal ideology affects education with respect to school choice.   

School choice is a neoliberal market model (Ball, 2006; Godwin & Kemerer, 

2002; Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2000), resulting in a shift from public to private 

and charter education where space, and the politics governing that space, are restructured 

to exclude those with less expertise through deregulation and competition.   Utilizing 

neoliberal discourse based on progress and change via the labels of renaissance, 
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regeneration, state-of-the-art and reform as well as “obsolescence, pathology and 

rejuvenation” (Lipman, 2011, p. 224), neoliberal proponents create a wall of authority 

that can only be refuted by those resistant to progress and change.   

In a gentrifying neighborhood, schools plagued by low test scores and declining 

enrollment are labeled obsolete and pathological, calling for rejuvenation.  Rejuvenation 

is beckoned in the form of restructuring the schools into charters, increasing parental 

involvement and increasing the financial base of the school population via property taxes 

and household contributions such as social and cultural capital.  Elmore (1991) calls this 

system of education “option-demand” where new school alternatives operate in parallel 

to the traditional public schools.  Parents option out of their zoned neighborhood school 

and choose an alternative based on their demands (Schneider & Buckley, 2002).  As a 

result, schools compete for students and the funding that follows them while parents face 

the responsibility of the school-selection process.   

School choice marketing places choice, excellence and accountability at the 

forefront of education.   Opening up the market of public education via school choice has 

reigned as the answer to low educational achievement in the United States since 1990 

(Friedman, 1962/2002; Moe, 2001), yielding decentralized administrations, corporate 

partnerships and strong accountability measures in public schools (Lipman, 2004, 2008).  

These factors open the schools to private interests where they were once neutral in the 

public domain (Harvey, 2005; Vincent & Martin, 2002).   Public school choice creates a 

space for practicing privilege.  Reay, Crozier, and James (2011) describe the effect of 

neoliberalism on public education. 
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Hence, we would argue that the neoliberal approach to education provides 

opportunities for these ‘mutating’ and evolving middle-class families, already 

predisposed to social and ethical flexibility, to adapt to the system and construct 

new forms of advantage as their existing capital interacts with the resources of 

‘ordinary’ urban schools (p. 80). 

 

 In the case of gentrifying neighborhoods, social contracts such as good schools remain 

unfulfilled, and parents must activate their access to resources and agency as parent-

citizens to fulfill these social contracts.  In this section, I discussed the role of neoliberal 

markets on education and how the roll-back of social contracts has created pockets of 

need, inviting parent-citizen intervention.  In the next section, I will discuss how parents 

step into a similar role in education as “citizen-consumers” (Schneider & Buckley, 2002, 

p.133). 

Parental involvement in education can take various forms.  School choice is one 

form of parental involvement and an exhibition of the exercise of social capital.  Formal 

or informal school choice is “a marker of economic privilege…guaranteed to those who 

can afford to choose” (Reay & Lucey, 2003, p. 138).  Formalized school choice operates 

within a structured framework of options, yet those who are not involved in formal 

school choice options still strategize to maximize their children’s competitive position 

and gain access to good schools/elite universities (Ball, 2003, p. 20; Reay, 1998a, 1998b).  

Informal school choice is a vaguely understood aspect of the market model of education 

because it operates outside of the formally structured framework, integrating options that 

may fall under the radar of school attendance administrators.  Informal choice is a 

strategic reaction to the lack of formal choice.   

Informed parents make choices with regard to their situational constraints, 

whereas uninformed parents default, choosing not to choose and going to a zoned public 
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school. Parents most likely to participate in school choice have two tendencies: they view 

education as a consumer good as opposed to an expert-driven government service; and 

they believe they have the skills and resources to make a sound educational choice for 

their child (Godwin & Kemerer, 2002).  The choices they make are significant to 

community stability (ABT Associates, Inc., 2003).  Parents who have more education, 

time, and money are capable of more informed decisions (Schneider & Buckley, 2002; 

Schneider, Teske & Marschall, 2000).  Therefore, choice manifests itself in different 

outcomes, and when choice is available, a false meritocratic sense of justice prevails in 

education.  “Choice operates in the inner city by differentiating schools and concentrating 

problems,” (Reay & Lucey, 2003, p. 139).  Choice renders the illusion of equity because 

everyone has an opportunity to choose; but choice originates from capital, whether it is 

economic, social or cultural.   

Parent-gentrifiers are an increasing demographic in urban areas.  In urban areas, 

the outcomes of school choice can divide and segregate.  As middle-class parents, they 

seek school information using access and agency, a result of their social and cultural 

capital, and their choices may contribute to segregation or resegregation (Schneider & 

Buckley, 2002).   In summary, neoliberal policy is relevant to the topics of gentrification 

and school choice, providing a theoretical framework for the policies and activities that 

serve to promulgate neighborhood and school transitions.  In this study, I consider the 

role of the perceptions of excellence, accountability and equity in the lived experience of 

parent-gentrifiers’ school-selection process. 

 



 34 

 

Gentrification  

Gentrification has a long history dating back to the 1950s postwar changes that 

began in Boston, Washington, D.C.,  London and New York (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 

2008), and was formally defined by Ruth Glass (1964).  The previous literature describes 

gentrifiers as young, college-educated, and childless.  Gentrification by families is a 

recent phenomenon.  Urban living integrates career, family and culture (Butler, 1997; 

Karsten, 2003; Warde, 1991), yet it is not understood whether urban life can support and 

sustain the educational demands of the middle class.   As of 2010, gentrification still “is 

understood as a term of class conflict that raises questions of equity and fairness” (Lees, 

Slater, & Wyly, 2008, p. 245), because gentrification yields residential displacement and 

exclusion of one socioeconomic group with another of higher socioeconomic status.  

Because socioeconomics and race are highly interrelated, the past precedent has been a 

displacement of the Black citizenry when Whites move into a neighborhood.  In the 

following sections, I review the process of gentrification.   

The residential purchasing power of middle- and upper-class families in the 1950s 

resulted in a segregation by race and class between suburban and urban America, better 

known as ‘White flight’ (Renzulli & Evans, 2005).  The mass production of the 

automobile, construction of federal highways, and the Brown I (1954) decision stimulated 

the flow of Whites moved to the suburbs.  Affordable cars and highway infrastructure 

made commutes possible.  Mothers took care of domestic duties and the children in the 

suburbs, while fathers worked long hours in the city, lasting through the domestic 

revolution of dishwashers and washing machines (Sassen, 1991; See also Butler, 1997; 

Rose, 1984; Warde, 1991).  Meanwhile, inner cities developed districts of ethnic groups.  
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The label affixed to this type of social segregation was de facto segregation, a function of 

racist and classist residential housing patterns.    

While the initial attraction and return to urban areas may have been economic, it 

also included the convenience of infinite consumption.  Gentrification is linked to gender 

and consumption behaviors because city life became more alluring when women entered 

the workforce.  The 1960s brought the women’s rights movement, and middle-class 

families felt the first benefits of dual incomes, which led to more consumption activity.  

The city offered more employment, childcare and cultural opportunities than suburban 

life (Butler, 1997; Rose, 1984, Warde, 1991).  A reverse White influx occurred as these 

urban areas became popular for working women, marginalized groups, and those wanting 

to reduce their daily commute (Ball, 2003; Butler, 1997; Glass, 1964; Sassen, 1991; 

Warde, 1991).    Likewise, cities provide more cultural opportunities, activities and 

destinations to consume as a commodity than suburban areas.  

Butler (1997) suggests that living in the city further supported the consumption of 

cultural capital sought by college-educated women to such an extent that they do not 

return to their small hometowns after graduation.  The arrival of middle-class households 

converts physical space by consumption demands.  In addition, gentrifiers’ consumption 

patterns construct social space (Ball, 2006; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008; Redfern, 2003). 

While their consumption patterns border unique and exotic, gentrifiers’ resulting social 

space, consumption behaviors and social networks of information regarding school 

selection are under-examined.   

Gentrification constitutes a form of social movement that spatially integrates 

social groups— a phenomenon combining the areas of urban planning, human 
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geography, anthropology, economics, and sociology.  Gentrification may be referred to as 

urban renaissance, urban revitalization, urban regeneration, or inner city redevelopment 

(Lees, 2000; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008).  Ruth Glass (1964) originated the term 

‘gentrification’ to describe the urban childless middle class moving into working class 

and Victorian neighborhoods, renovating homes, displacing residents, and changing the 

“social character” of the neighborhood (p. xix).  Typically, this neighborhood change 

occurs within a few miles of the downtown business district (Clay, 1979, as cited in Lees, 

Slater, & Wyly, 2008; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008; London, Lee, & Lipton, 1986; Warde, 

1991).  It is characterized by the middle class moving into poor or working class 

residential areas, renovating the homes, and the eventual displacement of the original 

residents (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008; London, Lee, & Lipton, 1986; Warde, 1991).  

 Through private market activity, the socioeconomic status of the new residents 

and the physical appearance of the area experience dramatic change (Warde, 1991; 

London, Lee, & Lipton, 1986).  This is an example of pioneer or first-wave gentrification 

(Lees, 2000; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008; Smith, 1996).  Second-wave gentrification is 

encompassed by a wider movement of economic development coupled with a more 

affluent group of professionals than the first wave of gentrification (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 

2008).  Third-wave gentrification is expressly promoted by local governments and 

backed by corporate financial investments (Hackworth & Smith, 2001; Lees, Slater, & 

Wyly, 2008).  Second-wave gentrification best describes my two research sites (Lees, 

Slater, & Wyly, 2008).  Although several models exist to describe the phases of transition 

(Clay, 1979 as cited in Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008; Hackworth & Smith, 2001; Lees, 

Slater, & Wyly, 2008; Rose, 1984; Warde, 1991), I find that Warde’s model (1991) 
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resonates with the points of first and second wave gentrification in both neighborhoods 

studied.  Neither neighborhood renders overt corporate investment, although they do 

reflect the neoliberal policies that facilitate gentrification.  

Gentrification is a long-term process of urban revitalization and renewal.  As it 

occurs, there is a continuum of progress.  The key indicators of a gentrifying 

neighborhood include the following four criteria: a displacement of one group of 

residents with another group of higher social status; a transformation of the built 

environment and the development of local services to accommodate consumption 

lifestyles (i.e., restaurants, charter schools, services for consumption); a gathering of a 

group with similar lifestyles or cultures and consumer preferences (i.e., marginalized 

populations); and an economic reordering of the residential and commercial property 

values and an increase in private property ownership, (i.e. owner-occupation increases 

and higher rent or sales prices are evident) (Warde, 1991).  These functions may not 

occur simultaneously, but gentrification is most evident when they do (Michigan State 

University Center for Urban Affairs, 2002; Warde, 1991).  All references to gentrification 

in my research are based on the above indicators.  For the purpose of this research, once 

all four of the preceding indicators are in place, an area is considered gentrified—as 

opposed to gentrifying. 

  Gentrification has spurred much controversy as it has meant that middle-class 

professionals with a formal education and higher income form a pattern of settlement in a 

formerly undesirable neighborhood (Butler, 1997; DeSena, 2006; Glass, 1964; Lees, 

Slater, & Wyly, 2008; Rose, 1984; Smith, 1979; Warde, 1991).   Two theories underlie 

much of the research regarding the causes of gentrification.   
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Neil Smith (1979) introduced the rent-gap [also known as the production thesis 

(DeSena, 2009)] as an explanation for gentrification.  Essentially, the rent-gap thesis 

follows the potential versus the actual rent that a property can produce.  If there is a large 

gap between the actual and the potential rent in an area, investors will speculate and 

invest.  The expenditure of a large-scale corporate investment, such as the proposed 

Atlanta Beltline project, plays a role in increasing the potential rent and spurring 

individuals such as landlords or homeowners to carry on the process of investment.  One 

by one, homes are purchased and renovated with the intention of charging the potential 

rent to recuperate their investment or to valorize the property for resale.  The gap caused 

by gentrification eventually forces original or local residents out of their homes as 

property taxes increase with the valorization of the neighborhood (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 

2008).  The rent-gap thesis is the most widely accepted structural explanation for 

gentrification. 

A second major theory for the cause of gentrification is that it is a consumption 

practice, based on the demand for urban housing with an aesthetic appeal (Bridge, 2006).  

Areas prone to gentrification begin as post-industrial built environments, either as lofts in 

warehouses or poor historic neighborhoods.  These areas are referred to as neo-bohemian 

[or artistic/creative/counterculture] neighborhoods (Gee, Hull, & Lankshear, 1996; Lees, 

Slater, & Wyly, 2008; Lloyd, 2002; Redfern, 2003).  The development of neo-bohemian 

areas occur with the recycling of industrial areas to white-collar finance and service 

centers that require educated workers willing to purchase that which is “cultural as a 

commodity” …“bohemian chic, characterized by a notion of diversity that often fetishes 

the gritty and the illicit as authentic” (Lloyd, 2002, p. 518).  Gentrification often follows 
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a neo-bohemian movement of the creative class, artists and students, into residential 

spaces (Florida, 2003; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008; Lipman, 2004; Lloyd, 2002).  Zukin’s 

(1989) artistic mode of production (AMP) creates a heightened sense of art, history, 

space and time, yielding a cultural commodity for sale (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008, p. 

118; Zukin, 1989, p. 176).  The alternative housing creates a distinct impression in 

neoliberal markets poised to consume unique, personalized or exotic items.   

Marginalized groups, specifically those with alternative lifestyles, are often at the 

forefront of gentrifying neighborhoods.   According to Rose (1984), a marginal gentrifier 

operates on the fringe of social norms such as their marital status, sexual orientation, or 

their living arrangements.   Marginal gentrifiers constitute an important element in the 

gentrification process because they usually give it momentum as initial risk-takers. They 

want to remain in the city, but cannot establish themselves in middle-class neighborhoods 

so they buy a house based on financial constraints and social objectives (Rose, 1984).   

They bring cultural capital to new areas that, subsequently, attract economic capital, and 

instigate pockets of revitalization in neighborhoods across the United States.   

The exoticism of gentrification reflects a cosmopolitan consumption practice 

(Bridge, 2006).  Gentrification carries a theme of unique consumption in domestic 

property, resulting in the customized desire referred to by Gee, Hull, and Lankshear 

(1996).  Redfern (2003) uses the metaphor of fashion to describe marginality where one 

has a desire to fit in, but also to be individual in tastes and desires.  “Marginality is a 

sufficient as well as a necessary explanation of the motives behind gentrification ….We 

want our homes to ‘say something’ about us, just as much as we do our attire” (Redfern, 

2003, p. 2364).   
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Gentrification is linked to the construction of identity through the occupation of 

space (Butler, with Robson, 2003; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008) or place-making. They 

choose to stay in the city and pursue the American dream of home ownership by 

purchasing in transitional neighborhoods. As the area becomes renowned for its culture, 

gentrifiers begin to shop the real estate and settle.  Their extremely profitable conversion 

of cultural capital into economic capital is a result of place-making, “building 

connections between space, aesthetics and identity” (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008, p. 120 

in reference to Podmore, (1998)).  Others view the resulting “place” as a consumption 

item and it creates a demand for the neighborhood, unleashing a new trend. 

Subsequent phases of the gentrification process include the corporate/private 

financing of neighborhood with apartment or loft construction.  Finally, the area 

supergentrifies as a new class of considerably wealthy residents arrives (Butler & Lees, 

2006; Lees, Slater, & Wyly 2008; Lloyd, 2002).  The area is gentrified and no longer 

affordable or distinct to the creative class.  Their tastes are legitimized (Bourdieu, 

1984/1979; Liu, 2008; Silva, 2006).  Along the way, they influence the environment 

through their wealth and consumption practices (Rose, 1984; Sassen, 1991; U.S. Bureau 

of the Census, 2003c; Warde, 1991).  Neoliberal policy facilitates the construction of new 

buildings, and an expanding service industry caters to exotic consumption patterns 

(Redfern, 2003; Warde, 1991).  Lofts and coffee shops become common to the areas, as 

dictated by consumption behaviors. 

Regardless of the economic incentives to initiate gentrification, once an area 

becomes trendy, it has caught on as a desirable place for consumption. That appeal is 

reflected in the real estate prices (Wells, et al., 2009). A combination of the two theories, 
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rent-gap and consumption, best explain how gentrification begins based on economics 

and becomes a consumption practice (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008).  Many variations 

exist within gentrifying populations (Rose, 1984).  In contrast to Rose’s (1984) 

‘alternative lifestyle’ gentrifiers, Redfern (2003) asserts that gentrifiers are a new middle 

class that rejects some of the values of the preceding generation, and they differentiate 

themselves from their parents by life choices.   

One of those choices is an urban residence, where gentrifiers occupy a social 

space to be distinct (Bourdieu, 1998; Redfern, 2003).  As the new middle classes 

gravitate to urban areas their parents once abandoned, they display “their ‘otherness’ to 

the older suburbanizing middle class precisely via their urge to gentrify” (Redfern, 2003, 

p. 2355).  They purchase old bungalows and Victorians in the inner city and increase the 

property value through their own labor–“sweat equity” (Bridge, 2006, p. 2547; Lees, 

2000; Glass, 1964; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008). They do not want to be like their 

parents, who participated in a grand exodus to the suburbs in the 1960s in order to raise 

two children in a homogenous suburban neighborhood (Redfern, 2003), yet they do want 

to provide a quality education for their children in an urban area.  In the previous section, 

I discussed the origins and theories behind gentrification.  In the next section, I combine 

the topics of gentrification and school choice.   

Gentrifiers’ selection of schools and use of social networks in gentrifying 

neighborhoods is unknown, but evidence suggests gentrifiers operate in distinct social 

spaces from those of their neighbors and middle-class peers in more affluent 

neighborhoods.  New residents in gentrifying neighborhoods rapidly mobilize because of 

their vested economic interest in the outcome of complete revitalization of the 
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community (Martin, 2007), leading to the displacement of one group by another via 

prestige and power in a geographically bound area (Chernoff, 1980; Martin, 2007).  The 

displaced groups could be economically or racially homogeneous.   

Leslie Martin (2008) studied boundary work and children in three of Atlanta’s 

gentrifying neighborhoods, where she found distinct social spaces between long-time 

residents and new residents.  Differences in opinion and behavior divided the residents.  

While locals waited to see if they could afford to stay or accept the cultural changes 

brought by gentrification, new residents waited for complete revitalization of their 

communities (Martin, 2008).  A clash of the two residential populations in Martin’s study 

occurred over the lack of activities, drugs and poor school opportunities in Martin’s three 

neighborhoods, with the new residents much more likely to involve the police or third 

parties in disagreements than the longtime residents who preferred to “work things out” 

(Martin, 2008, p. 340).  A developing distrust between residents was the result of a 

disconnection in the social spaces and habitus of the two groups.   

The differences in approach to community issues and space affect social 

networks.  Further, Martin (2008) found the topic of children to be a particularly useful 

way to create social distance between long-time residents and new residents in the 

neighborhood.  An awareness of boundary work is essential because I explore the social 

spaces and social networks of parent-gentrifiers with respect to the strategies and social 

network influence that occur during the school-selection process.  
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Education, Capital and Social Networks 

Education in the United States has a long history of social reproduction.  Public 

education did not originate with the ideal of equality, but as a means of maintaining and 

transmitting social position to one’s children (Wells, 2004).  Historically, the middle 

class used education to “search for relative advantage, social advancement and mobility” 

(Ball, 2003, p. 17; Butler, 2003; Griffith & Smith, 2005).   The times have changed, but 

the time investment by families in the education of their children still creates 

stratification from the start and allows schools to function as an “engine of inequality” 

(Griffith & Smith, 2005). Middle-class strategies are a large component in the formation 

of the broader trends of social inequality (Maloutas, 2007, p. 51).  Because schools vary 

greatly in quality and parents choose schools based on their demands, I treat education as 

a consumption item in this study, exploring what information parent-gentrifiers gain and 

how as well as their focal awareness as consumers of education. 

A quality education is dependent on geography, social, spatial and temporal 

issues.  For parent-gentrifiers, the nexus of urban education, their consumption practices 

and risk management are ways to react to the variables of a quality education.  Because 

education is the most important aspect of intergenerational reproduction (Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 2000/1970; Robson & Butler, 2001), parent-gentrifiers may construct social 

networks that provide information and influence on their strategies for school selection in 

urban areas.  The effort to construct these networks and access to information may be an 

aspect of Bourdieu’s “scholastic investment energy” and “deliberate inculcation” where 

cultural capital is directed toward the development and investment of the child (1986, pp. 

244 - 245).  Lareau and Weininger (2008) describe the middle class orientation to child-
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rearing as “concerted cultivation” where “parents view it as their duty to actively foster 

the development of their children’s potential skills and talents” (p. 123).  Concerted 

cultivation results in a middle-class parental approach to institutions and its agents where 

parents consider it appropriate monitor and intervene on their children’s behalf   “if they 

deem that their children’s best interests are not being served…”(Lareau & Weininger, 

2008, p. 124).  How parent-gentrifiers’ approach the school-selection process is the 

foundation of my phenomenographic research. 

Parent-gentrification has been a secondary theme in the previous literature.  

Further, it has been restricted primarily to British [London] society.  Butler (1997) wrote 

one of the first books to include the idea of what I have consistently referred to as parent-

gentrification.  Butler’s research described the small portion of families in London and 

Hackney during the 1980s, describing a cycling out of neighborhood families when 

children reached school age.  Butler (2003) extended his contributions by focusing on the 

social integration of gentrifiers and their strategies for creating circuits of schooling.   

The results of his study found gentrifiers “unwilling to invest social capital in the 

area” nor socially integrate their children in the social space of the school systems 

(Butler, 2003, p. 2469).   Butler summarizes the social interaction between the working 

class and middle-class  in his study, “Gentrification has not so much displaced the 

working class as simply blanked out those who are not like themselves: they do not 

socialize with them, eat with them or send their children to school with them”  (Butler, 

2003, p. 2486).  More important, parent-gentrifiers, though never a numerical majority in 

the most gentrified areas of London, were able to define the neighborhoods in their own 
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image (Butler, 2003) through active place-making in the social space of schools and 

forming circuits of schooling in their neighborhoods (Ball, et al., 1995).    

Karsten (2003) explored the phenomenon of the conversion of Yuppies to Young 

Urban Professional Parents—YUPPS in Amsterdam (p. 2573).  The YUPPS wanted to 

remain in the city after starting a family and they selected a school that was diverse, but 

their children were still a majority in student population.  The contribution of Karsten’s 

(2003) research is the recognition of the daily life and social space of family gentrifiers in 

urban areas.  Her research briefly mentions the educational issues parents confront in 

their lifestyle choice.  As YUPPS continue to reside in their gentrifying areas, they face 

choices about where to send their children to school.  In prior research, public school 

enrollment decreased in gentrified areas (Betancur, 2002; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008).  

“School age children spotlight the inadequacies of the location of gentrified families” 

(Karsten, 2003).  Parent-gentrifiers face compelled decision-making due to the reputation 

and quality of urban schools.  Parents feel the need to move to a neighborhood with 

‘good schools’.   

DeSena (2006, 2009) reaffirms the exit of gentrifiers in her research in Brooklyn, 

New York.  Her research perspective is that parent-gentrifiers occupy a shared space in 

their neighborhood “where meanings get constructed, negotiated, and reworked” (2009, 

p. 3).  Gentrification was found to perpetuate segregation in her study on Greenpoint in 

Brooklyn, NY as parent-gentrifiers engage in “parallel play”, contributing to segregation 

in the neighborhood (2009, p. 6).  They engage in homogenous playdates with “people 

like us” (DeSena, 2009, p. 65; Butler, 2003; See also Bourdieu, 1990, p. 77).  Further, 
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DeSena (2009) found that parents can learn to “work the system” or homeschool (p. 52), 

but they tend to reject the public school system.    

In the end, the parent-gentrifier [or gentry as DeSena (2006, 2009) refers to her 

participants] engages in behavior contradictory to the liberal ideology they advocate.  

DeSena (2009) argues the behaviors of her participants from a macro-perspective and 

contributes to the neoliberal discussion, “...but the issue is larger than gentrifiers and 

gentrification.  The handiwork of global, unregulated capitalism has brought about all of 

the changes that ordinary residents have witnessed in Greenpoint,” (p. 83).   DeSena’s 

(2009) approach to the research on parent-gentrifiers includes an ecological 

(consumption) perspective, feminism and critical theory.  I continue the next section with 

an analysis of the consumption of education. 

Schools and educational advantage are now marketed as a consumption item, 

rather than part of the social agenda (Rose, 1996).  Because school choice is a form of 

consumption, school selection is a continuous process of risk management (Vincent, 

2001).   Risk-management must be included in the school-selection process because a 

retreat from social policies yields the individual responsible for the outcomes (Rose, 

1996).  Risk management is a process where success cannot be assumed (Vincent & 

Martin, 2002).  Parent-gentrifiers exercise risk-management in the selection of a school.   

Parents are the actors in the daily experiences of negotiating an education for their 

children, yet those parents new to the middle class are less confident in their risk taking 

and face anxiety over their ethical decisions regarding where to send their children to 

school (Griffith & Smith, 2005; Reay, 1998a, 2008).  They use their social capital to gain 

cultural capital in the school-selection process.  The search for cultural and social capital 
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may guide or influence parent-gentrifiers’ consumption behavior in school selection.  In 

the next section, I explore the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1984, 1986, 1993, 1998) 

regarding the forms of capital.  

 

 

Forms of Capital 

 

Capital, in Marxist terms, is an asset that grows through circulation.  “It is in fact 

impossible to account for the structure and functioning of the social world unless one 

reintroduces capital in all its forms and not solely in the one form recognized by 

economic theory” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 241).  Generally, economic, cultural and social 

capitals are the most commonly referred to forms as introduced by Bourdieu (1986).  

They take time to accumulate, have the potential to produce profits and reproduce 

themselves in equal or extended forms, all the while persisting in the objective state that 

not everything is equally reproduced (Bourdieu, 1986).  Learning how to manage the 

accumulation and reproduction of the forms of capital is a function of education.  While 

economic capital is an inherent component of gentrification under the neoliberal agenda, 

I focus on the use of cultural capital to beget social capital and how social capital 

produces cultural capital in parent-gentrifiers’ social networks.  

 

 

Cultural Capital 

 

Cultural capital is what you know - the combination of “the prestige of innate 

property with the merits of acquisition” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 18).  Cultural capital exists in 

three forms: 
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…institutionalised cultural capital, or formally accredited learning; objectified 

cultural capital, such as art, books, and the stylistic aspects of interior decoration 

and furniture; and embodied cultural capital, or the non-accredited and sometimes 

tacit knowledge, tastes, and dispositions absorbed through participation in a 

particular habitus. (Bridge, 2006, p. 1966)  

 

 

This concept in Bourdieu’s work was most associated with research on education, 

consumption and taste (Bourdieu, 1984; Lareau & Weininger, 2003).  Institutionalized 

and embodied cultural capital is the requisite knowledge to decode the field of education, 

giving access and agency to its holder (Reay & Lucey, 2003), and is possessed in high 

concentrations in the form of gentrifiers’ credentials or occupations (Bridge, 2006; 

Butler, 1997).  In this instance, it is an “accumulating asset bearing on social position” 

(Silva, 2006, p. 1173).  Cultural capital affects the activation of parental agency in school 

selection.  

With respect to the advancement of their children’s education, the more cultural 

capital parents possess, the more advantage they have to advance that education via skills 

and resource knowledge (Lee & Bowen, 2006; Vincent, 2001; Walker, 2010).   Parents 

consume education heavily for social reproduction (Bourdieu, 1998).   The social 

reproduction of the middle class depends on securing institutionalized cultural capital for 

their children via their social networks and their social capital.  Cultural capital is highly 

prized, but social networks generate a wealth of contacts with consumable information in 

the school-selection process thus creating social capital.  Vincent (2001) discusses the 

levels of community that generate based on the layers of knowledge, delving down to the 

deep layer of educational insider.  Whom you know may generate a wealth of tacit 

knowledge of the educational system (cultural capital), and how to use that knowledge to 

navigate the educational system (social capital).   
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Amy Stuart Wells (1996) discussed the lack of attention paid to agency and 

culture in the literature on school choice.  Her research included reviewing the 

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus (Bourdieu & Passeron, 2000) - “how one’s view of the 

world is influenced by the traditional distribution of power and status in society” (Wells, 

1996, p. 27), as well as group habitus and cultural logic in school choice.  In addition, 

Wells describes the role of how “...human agency explains why individuals or parents, 

despite demographic similarities, react to the same set of circumstances and opportunities 

quite differently” (1996, p. 28).  Agency is included in the explanation regarding why 

parents who choose are more involved in school functions and homework activities.  My 

research explores aspects of the habitus, group habitus, and human agency through the 

examination of parent-gentrifiers’ social networks and lived experiences forming their 

school-selection process.  In the next section, I will discuss social capital as the 

cultivation of relationships in the school-selection process. 

 

Social Capital  

Social capital is the investment and accumulation of a network of mutual 

acquaintances and the material and immaterial resources one is able to access through 

those connections (Bourdieu, 1986). The ability to mobilize those investments/embedded 

resources as needed is intrinsic to social capital (Lin, 1999a).   Network members can use 

membership to access and secure benefits, creating a magnified effect on the capital 

individually possessed (Bourdieu, 1986; Dinda, 2008; Horvat, Weininger, & Lareau, 

2003, 2006).  The structure of social networks takes a pyramid shape in most societies 
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with the most wealthy and resourceful members in the few available positions at the top 

of the hierarchy, leaving substantial room for inequalities in social capital (Lin, 2000).   

Social capital is based on the member’s initial position in the hierarchy as well as their 

development of social ties in the network.  As they gain connections of equal or higher 

rank, they gain social capital.  The quantity or quality of resources a member can access, 

as well as their location in the social network, factors in to one’s social status in the 

network (Lin, 2000).   The results of the embedded resources in a social network include 

the flow of information, exerting influence on decision-makers, social ties perceived as 

social credentials, and the reinforcement of identity and recognition through social 

relations (Lin, 1999b).  In the next section, I discuss the activation of social capital in 

social networks.   

According to Lin (1999a), social capital has two models.  The accessed social 

capital model considers one’s initial position in social networks based on their education, 

experiences, parental status, and their current social ties.  All of this combined can be 

used to determine the accessible amount of social capital resources (Lin, 1999a).  In other 

words, accessed social capital pertains to one’s potential contributions to the social 

network.  In contrast, the mobilized social capital model considers one’s education, their 

network resources along with the strength of their social ties as measured by intimacy, 

and the category role of the resource (Lin, 1999a).  In general, the formation of social 

networks tends to be homogenous groups of similar socioeconomic characteristics with 

each society demonstrating inequality in social capital.  However, when social networks 

are heterogeneous and cross-group ties are included, the variety of information and value 
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of the resources embedded in the social network are greater because there is a greater 

variation in the knowledge and its exchange within the network.   

The social network is resource-rich, as evidenced by the two models, and the 

likelihood of useful information occurring in a routine exchange is far greater than when 

all members are from the same social group (Lin, 2000).  The information that floats 

around resource-rich networks is of a quality that one seldom needs to mobilize his social 

capital.  However, those most likely to benefit from the dissemination of information in 

heterogeneous social networks are the more disadvantaged members of the group.   

Together, the forms of cultural, social and economic capital are capable of 

converting to one another, and they are synergistic because they also feed off one 

another, yielding a higher value than the sum of the individual types (Bourdieu, 1986).  

Lin (1999a) states that well-connected parents and social ties can indeed enhance the 

opportunities for individuals to obtain better credentials.  Parents’ social status and 

connections can make the difference in educational outcomes for their children. The 

cultivation of those connections upon entrance to preschool and school transitions may 

peak because parents seek to maximize the possible opportunities for their children.   

Bourdieu believed that social capital was a privileged good that was used for the 

social reproduction of the dominant class (Bourdieu, 1986; Lin, 1999b).  Three decades 

of research support the idea that social capital, in the form of social resources, makes a 

significantly larger contribution to status attainment than even education and work 

experience (Lin, 1999a).   Most mothers and fathers with preschool children experience 

negative effects on their social networks until their children are six years old (Lin, 2000). 

When their children approach school age, their social networks expand.    
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The lived experience of school selection is an important time for social capital 

accumulation because parents join organizations and seek ties across geographic and 

ethnic boundaries.  The quality of parents’ network resources will increase and expand as 

well as the flow and influence of information regarding “circuits of schooling” (Ball, 

Bowe, & Gerwitz, 1995, p. 57).  Parents build social capital through their social networks 

and use that information to select schools.  Ball and Vincent (1998) found “It is almost 

impossible to find a transcript where parents do not refer to drawing upon the impressions 

and experiences of friends, neighbours and relatives in their choice-making” (pp. 377-

378; Ball, 2006, pp. 237-238).   My research focuses on parent-gentrifiers’ accumulation 

of social capital via their social networking experience and the influence of the 

information derived from that social capital on their school-selection process.  In the next 

section, I present the context of social networks with respect to boundaries and social 

space. 

 

Social Networks 

Neighborhood boundaries and social space influence social networks.  The role of 

the Neighborhood Planning Unit (NPU) in Atlanta gives structure to neighborhood 

boundaries.  Geographic boundaries help shape the social networks of a neighborhood 

(Healey, Haynes, & Hampshire, 2007).  The NPU boundaries are utilized to form 

community boundaries for public services such zones for police precincts.  Further, they 

serve as the local advisory council, making recommendations to the Mayor and City 

Council on planning, zoning, and land use as well as a forum to inform citizens of all city 

government functions (City of Atlanta Online, n.d.).    Other physical space such as the 
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attendance boundaries of Parkside Elementary or the Neighborhood Charter School in 

Grant Park and Kirkwood’s Toomer Elementary School are designed by the school 

system.  In this section, I return to the concept of place-making as it pertains to social 

spaces and social networking. 

School is one of the social spaces that yield social networks.  The building blocks 

of social existence for gentrifiers are “children, friendships, history, locality and work” 

(Butler, with Robson, 2003).  Children provide a common ground for friendships because 

they [children] are a large, longitudinal time investment.  Parents’ time investment puts 

them in contact with others to form a social network. The more time they invest the more 

social capital and history they build in their social networks.  Such an investment yields 

social capital with other parents (Ball, 2003, 2006; Horvat, Weininger, & Lareau, 2003, 

2006; Lareau & Weininger, 2003a, 2003b, 2008), and, subsequently, schools (Ball, 2003; 

Redfern, 2003; Robson & Butler, 2001).  The networks and the social capital that they 

generate are strongly “based on a mutual habitus, a sharing of perspectives and of a sense 

of common self-interest and therefore confidence in the opinion of these significant 

others” or social exclusivity (Ball, 2006, p. 104).    

Organized activities for children are the most important information exchange in 

parental social networks (Horvat, Weininger, & Lareau, 2003, 2006; Neild, 2005).  From 

the human geography perspective, these parents are forming a place by creating 

memories and attachment.  Cresswell (2004) argues “When humans invest meaning in a 

portion of space and then become attached to it in some way, it becomes a place” (p. 10).  

Likewise, they establish a social network and social space in which they exchange 

information. 
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The dissemination of information regarding school quality occurs primarily 

through these social networks or places.  Parents interview each other to gain a 

perspective on the schools, building dossiers on the schools or the “circuits of schooling” 

(Ball, Bowe, & Gerwitz, 1995, p. 57;   Ball, 2006).  Social networking is the foundation 

for access and agency,  operating as a veiled part of parent’s work.  Building 

relationships with other parents creates networks that serve as sounding boards and 

troubleshooting instruments (Lareau & Shumar, 1996).   

Social networks develop from parental supervision and attendance of their 

children’s activities.  Enormous amounts of time and energy are devoted to the intense 

work of ensuring social reproduction, including the development of social networks 

(Ball, 2006; McNeal, 1999).  The information exchanged in the form of 

recommendations or warnings in these social networks is taken quite seriously (Neild, 

2005).  A parent’s role involves organized activities, information, and routine.  Their 

information is the result of finely crafted social networks of social and cultural capital 

(Reay, 1998a; Vincent & Martin, 2002).  Social networks are significant sources of 

information regarding the issue of formal or informal school selection.   

Parents’ knowledge of the available circuits of schooling options originate in this 

network (Ball, et al., 1995; Ball, 2006). Who goes to the school is as important as the 

grapevine knowledge about the school to the extent that many in Holme’s (2002) study 

rejected schools without visiting them, basing their decisions on information from other 

parents in their social network and specifically choosing based on the attendance of other 

high social status families.  
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Social networks have a substantial impact on community members’ resources and 

power because they provide access to socially exclusive information (Healey, Haynes, & 

Hampshire, 2007).  The more vested a parent is in their community’s social networks, the 

greater options he has in their child’s education because he is more often “in the know”.  

Parents interact with other parents to gain access to beneficial information in their social 

network (Lee & Bowen, 2006).   Parents who are not part of these networks may be 

denied access to certain types of information through exclusion (Goldring & Hausman, 

1999).  Being a networked and involved parent provides substantial power in the form of 

collective access and agency (or “spatial power and cultural capital” (Walker & Clark, 

2010, p. 242).   

Gentrification compounds the intensity of social networks within the boundaries 

of time and space because new residents may try to build community through place-

making and expedite the revitalization of the neighborhood.  Thus, the amplification of 

social capital through parental involvement creates a relationship not only with other 

parents, but with social space as well.  In those social spaces, parents engage in activities 

that form place-attachments.  The networking occurs on and off the soccer field where 

the main cost of obtaining social capital such as education is parents’ time, also referred 

to as parents’ opportunity cost (Fan, 2008).   

One way to reap the benefit of social networking is to use a Social Networking 

Site (SNS) such as Facebook or MySpace.  Such forms of social networking allow what 

Massey (1994) refers to as time-space compression— the movement and communication 

across space and the geographical stretching-out of social relations, and our experiences 

within this realm.  I include the use of SNS to view how parents incorporate 
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technological communication to socially network during the school-selection process.  In 

the next section, I examine the role of taste or influence on SNS and their potential 

influence on social networks. 

 

Social Networks Sites 

Cybernetworks is the term sociologist Nan Lin (1999b) attributed to the vast 

amount of social capital known as the Internet.  Lin (1999b) countered the notion that 

social capital in the United States was declining by offering Cybernetworks as sites of “a 

revolutionary rise in social capital” (Lin, 1999b, p. 45).  Cybernetworks offered access to 

a large base of data, creating an incalculable rate of acquisition and networking where a 

majority of the activities revolved around the creation and use of social capital (Lin, 

1999b).  Today, social network sites (SNS) or Online Social Networks (OSN) are specific 

sites dedicated to the cultivation and maintenance of social capital, organized around 

people and their social networks.  They are a rapidly growing global phenomenon, yet 

they are new to academic research.  

The first SNS that allowed the perusal of members’ social connections, like SNS 

of today, was Sixdegrees.com, founded in 1997 (Boyd & Ellison, 2007).  Various 

technical and social issues held the real surge in popularity back until 2003.  MySpace, 

Facebook, Cyworld and Bebo are all examples of SNS that have integrated into the daily 

practices of millions of users.  Most SNS support pre-existing social ties and the 

maintenance of those relationships while a minority utilize themes such a politics or 

social interests to unite a base of users (Abbas, Pouwelse, Epema, & Sips, 2009; Boyd & 

Ellison, 2007).  Their characteristics are that they are web-based services that allow the 
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creation of a public profile, a list of their social connections and the ability to browse 

through those posted social connections (Abbas, Pouwelse, Epema, & Sips, 2009; Boyd 

& Ellison, 2007; Joinson, 2008).  The articulation and public display of one’s social 

connections makes SNS especially unique (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). The ability to leave 

comments, send messages and post profile status are typical features of a SNS.   

Research on social network development states that people tend to create and 

repeat communication patterns (Malinka & Shäfer, 2009).  These patterns can include the 

daily use of SNS to track the trends of the status group to which users belong.   Users 

tend to connect in a snowball, gossip-fashion that has largely repetitive 

components/patterns of communication.  The development of SNS may occur in gossip-

fashion where users, themselves, handle all of the networking (Abbas, Pouwelse, Epema, 

& Sips, 2009).   Parent-gentrifiers may have a specific SNS that they utilize to network 

regarding the topic of school selection. 

While SNS are designed for a wide audience, they have a tendency to attract 

homogeneous groups or geographically concentrated groups like Orkut, which is a prime 

example of an English-only SNS whose user base transformed it into a Brazilian social 

tool (Abbas, Pouwelse, Epema, & Sips, 2009; Boyd & Ellison, 2007).  Facebook, another 

example, was founded in 2004 as a social network site for those who had a harvard.edu 

email address.  By 2006, it expanded to everyone from high school students to corporate 

officers (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Joinson, 2008).  By February 2010, Facebook had 400 

million users, the largest SNS, and Buzz, a new addition to Gmail had 176 million 

members using similar features (Helft & Stone, 2010).   An important aspect of all SNS is 

that they show public displays of connections which serve to form the identity of the user 
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(Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Donath & Boyd, 2004).  Public displays of connections serve to 

create a profile of who I am based on who I know, or, rather, a parade of who is in your 

social capital pyramid.   

Liu (2008) researched user profiles for the taste statements users make about 

themselves.  Their statements typically serve to either assert their prestige or differentiate 

themselves from their peers (Liu, 2008).  The self-profile serves to aesthetically influence 

the “taste public” that share values and common methods of utilizing cultural resources 

as opposed to economic capital or education (cultural capital) (Liu, 2008, p.256).  In 

other words, the self -profile serves to generate social capital through the display of one’s 

mobilized social capital.  The display of one’s social network may lend credibility and 

influence to one’s comments.   Holme’s (2002) found the status of parents and the 

information exchanged in their social network regarding the quality of schools was based 

on the social status of who attended those schools rather than information about the 

quality of the schools.  Therefore, the social status of users and the display of their social 

networks SNS may influence others’ school choice based on their commentary regarding 

schools and choices in the school selection process.   

Users of SNS receive emotional support, perpetual contact and information 

resources from their sites - sources of access and social capital (Joinson, 2008).  The 

gratification of generating social capital is significant to the use of Facebook because one 

builds, invests and maintains ties (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2006; Joinson, 2008).   

Further, Liu, Maes, and Davenport (2006) detail the influence of SNS on consumption 

patterns by what they call the “taste fabric”.  The trends of the users’ SNS group can be 

influential.  The use of SNS in the social networking of gentrifying parents provides 
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another venue for information exchange.  I question whether parent-gentrifiers exchange 

influential information regarding schools as a consumption item or school selection on 

social networking sites. 

 

School Selection 

At one point in time, most children attended their neighborhood school.  A 

response to the post-Brown era and the United States’ low educational achievement was 

to open up the market of public education and create school choice (Friedman, 

1962/2002; Moe, 2001).   Choice renders the illusion of equity because everyone has an 

opportunity to choose, but choice originates from forms of capital, whether it is 

economic, social or cultural creating inherent advantage with respect to socio-economic 

inequalities. I argue that the school selection process is influenced by parents’ available 

forms of capital within the realm of their available school options.   

          School choice is broken down into two categories for my research purposes. 

Formalized school choice operates within a structured framework of education options 

formulated by school districts, cities or states.  Those who are not eligible or involved in 

formal school choice options still strategize to maximize their children’s competitive 

position and gain access to good schools/elite universities, resulting in informal school 

choice (Ball, 2003, p. 20; Reay, 1998a).  Informal school choice operates outside of the 

formally structured framework to integrate all options including those that may fall under 

the radar of school attendance administrators.  Informed parents seek information, make 

choices with regard to their situational constraints, and are able to communicate about the 
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circuits of education in their neighborhood because they have the access to information 

and the agency to do something with that information.   

Barbara Ehrenreich (1990) argues that from the moment a child is born into the 

middle class; his social class status is tenuous and relative to the amount of education 

obtained in life.  Further, Nagel (1991) argues that social class “depends on the special 

interest people take in their relatives, especially their children” (pp. 109-110).  Nagel 

(1991) extends this idea into the area of giving competitive advantage to one’s children 

through quality education where the personal interest of one’s offspring will never be 

secondary to the impersonal social good.  Nagel’s division of the personal and impersonal 

creates a role for the parents in this study because “public institutions alone do not 

determine opportunities” (Nagel, 1991, p. 111).  Social class and stratification are highly 

swayed by family.  “It is a function not only of ability but of class, since so much 

education and culture is transmitted informally through the family, and much of the 

motivation which directs individuals toward higher pursuits is also due to family 

influence” (Nagel, 1991, p. 132).  Education is central to the formation of the middle 

class.  Brantlinger (2003) argues that school achievement defines the middle class and its 

ability to counter fate.  Because education remains the best tool for middle-class 

reproduction, maintenance and mobility, parents strive to choose the best school and 

create the best circumstances for their children.   

Middle-class parents seek school information using their access to resources and 

agency to shape the education of their children.  One tool for evaluation is a school’s 

performance under the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (Wells & Holme, 2005).  

Schools’ test scores and accountability measures such as report cards are readily available 
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for parental perusal.  However, schools with social and economic advantage will 

experience accountability standards in different ways with regard to No Child Left 

Behind [NCLB] (Lipman, 2004).  High performing schools with small minority 

populations (subgroups) that are not performing well on standardized tests as a subgroup 

will affect the overall NCLB performance.  These scores are reported and identify who 

was not on par with their peers by subgroup.  A school that does not meet the standards 

of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) may be placed on a failing list to meet improvement 

standards.  After a second year of failing to meet AYP standards, parents have the choice 

to select another school option within the district.   

As testing raises consciousness about how subgroups perform, parents are 

increasingly cognizant of the scores through the annual report card for each school.  

Schools with more racially  and socioeconomically diverse student populations have, on 

the average, lower overall test scores than their more affluent and predominantly White 

counterparts, feeding perceptions that these diverse schools are not as “good” (p. 189).  

Parents’ interpretation and reaction to reported test scores may influence their school 

selection process.   

Prospective middle-class homebuyers use test score results as criteria to evaluate 

potential properties (Boger & Orfield, 2005; Godwin & Kemerer, 2002). “Often newly 

resegregated schools appear on the official list of failing schools sanctioned under the No 

Child Left Behind Act of 2001” (Boger & Orfield, 2005, p. 3).  A good school signifies 

one that yields good test results and annually makes Adequate Yearly Progress.  Schools 

that do not meet AYP standards develop a negative image and reputation.   
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 Good schools have reputations for producing high quality results.  Likewise, poor 

schools have reputations for low quality results.  Ultimately, public schools respond to 

and reflect the culture, socioeconomics and demographics of their constituencies 

(Noguera, 2003).  They emulate the social conditions of their environment and are 

blamed for the outcomes of those constraints (Fuller & Elmore, 1996). While it is found 

that lower socioeconomic students do better when placed in middle socioeconomic status 

(SES) schools, parents may question what happens to the upper SES student placed in a 

situation surrounded by many lower SES students from disadvantaged backgrounds 

(Noguera, 2003; U.S. Department of Education Institute of Education Sciences, 2009).   

Previous research indicates that the upper SES student performs poorly in 

majority low SES schools due to the culture of despair peer effect stemming from low 

achievement and motivation (Rumberger & Palardy, 2005; Zahirovic-Herbert & 

Turnbull, 2009).  Rumberger and Palardy (2005) found the socioeconomic status of the 

school to be as significant to a student’s success as his own socioeconomic status.  These 

results are dependent on the right combination of students for either outcome 

(Brantlinger, 2003).  Parent-gentrifiers absorb information about their school 

environment in the process of school selection. 

Parents consider the reputation of schools based on socioeconomic status, race 

and academic achievement (Ball, 2003; Frankenberg, 2005; Schneider & Buckley, 2002; 

Zahirovic-Herbert & Turnbull, 2009).  In transitional areas, where schools tend to be 

majority low-income, minority and low-performing, the selection process is difficult. For 

this reason, middle-class parents are competitive and intense about where their children 
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go to school (Brantlinger, 2003; Griffith & Smith, 2005; Lareau, 2000; Lareau & 

Weininger, 2008).   

The local neighborhood school may not represent the values and aspirations any 

group of parents has for their children’s education.  Nevertheless, parent-gentrifiers may 

possess the social and cultural capital as well as the agency to create viable options for 

their children.    Wells & Holme (2005) argue that parents with resources and political 

clout often leave “bad” schools, creating a self-fulfilling prophecy (Wells & Holme, 

2005, p. 189).  The schools lose the parents who contribute forms of capital and agency 

that may fight for their success. 

Urban public schools are often in transition and have poor academic achievement 

ratings, yet traditional attendance zones place students based on the location of their 

home.  “The most important feature of attendance boundaries …is that they are what 

home owners use when forming their expectations about the local schools” (Zahirovic-

Herbert & Turnbull, 2009, p. 1104).  Boundaries also constitute  neighborhoods.  Parents’ 

reactions to neighborhood schools vary from moving (exiting the neighborhood), 

choosing a private school or “working the system,” meaning respondents try to use their 

resources in the assigned public schools to track or request preferential treatment for their 

children (Butler, 1997, p. 146;  Robson & Butler, 2001).   

The parental pressure to perform in the school selection process is widespread 

because parents demand more for their children from their schools than previous 

generations, because more is at stake with flattening, diminishing job prospects (Ball, 

2003, 2006).  While funding disappears from schools under a neoliberal agenda, students 

are expected to do more, earlier, with less (Griffith & Smith, 2005).  Parents choosing the 
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public school have previously been characterized to have low economic capital.  

Poupeau, François, & Couratier, (2007) found public school choice to be more 

characteristic of high cultural/low economic parent strategies while high cultural/high 

social capital families transferred to schools outside the district and private schools.  

Conversely, middle-class parents send their children to public schools, but demand an 

advanced curriculum (Noguera, 2003).    The consequence of advanced classes and 

advanced curriculum is within-school segregation (Noguera, 2003; Clodfelter, Ladd, & 

Vigdor, 2005).   

Outside of school, preferential or differentiated treatment such as within-school 

segregation contributes to a divide in community relations (Noguera, 2003).  As the 

private capital and corporate/commercial investments give rise to urban villages and 

communities, they also attempt to reform the image of the public school.  Education is a 

key to the reproduction of the middle class, yet gentrifying neighborhoods are not 

renowned for superior schools.  Recognizing the importance of education to urban 

revitalization, these cities market to the middle-class sector of the education market 

where “family strategies for selecting schools play an ever greater role” (Poupeau, 

François, & Couratier, 2007, p. 34).  Cities like Boston, Chicago, and Philadelphia 

understand this phenomenon and are trying to create public schools that appeal to the 

residents for the cities’ long-term stability (Cucchiara, 2008).  For some parents, the next 

step is a collaboration of their access to resources and their agency in the formation of 

charter schools.   
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Charter Schools and Community Collaboration 

An example of parental social networks, community and collaboration is the 

establishment of a charter school. Neoliberal policies have created a roll-back or 

recidivism in the state provision of social welfare services and urban regeneration (Peck 

& Tickell, 2002).  As a result, there are social responsibilities or gaps for citizens to fill.  

Education is one such social contract.  

Pauline Lipman (2004, 2008, 2011) argues that neoliberalism plays out in urban 

schools through pathologizing their circumstances as a call for rejuvenation, leading to 

district disinvestment and school closings that subsequently reopen under private control.  

She includes charter schools, but focuses on corporate-controlled charters. In certain 

circumstances, neighborhoods and communities unite to form charter schools.  In Grant 

Park, the opportunity to fill the social contract void in education permitted parent-

gentrifiers to assume such a role.  Hankins (2007), in reference to a newspaper article 

about the Neighborhood Charter School, comments on the article.   

 

This article, featured in the “Metro” section of the newspaper, largely celebrates 

the renovated building and the effort put forth by the gentrifiers in Grant Park 

(and OrmewoodPark).  Furthermore, it captures the change in the role of 

gentrifiers from: transient entrants to transformational agents and community 

builders (p. 125).   

 

The creation of the Neighborhood Charter School relied on the volunteer labor of 

professional parents to create a school, but I argue their input mirrors their educational 

ideals, values and habitus. By privileging those who are willing to put forth the effort, 

charter schools are an alternative school option based on the image of the dominant 

culture because they are founded on various forms of capital investment from parent-

citizens with the power to make the charter happen.  Serving as extreme examples of 
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educational place-making, charter schools lead to uneven citizenship opportunities in 

education that must call into question: Who is served? And Where?   

Developing a charter school can be a lengthy process.  Because my fifth research 

assumption involves the parallel relationship of stages of gentrification to complexity of 

social networks, I argue the appearance of charter schools in gentrifying neighborhoods 

results from the development of community cohesion, infrastructure and social 

networking.   The type of cohesion required to unite the social, cultural and economic 

capital into the creation of a charter school would occur in the latter stages of 

gentrification.  Therefore, Grant Park is included in my research to demonstrate the social 

networking and parental involvement of a community in the later stages of second-wave 

gentrification.  Kirkwood is in the earlier stages of gentrification, and school selection 

strategies may differ from those of Grant Park.  The variation in research sites is expected 

to produce sound phenomenographic data. 

In the next section, I provide the current situation of Atlanta and Atlanta Public 

Schools with a brief history of White flight, desegregation and reputation.  Because 

gentrification is a reintroduction of the middle class and a potentially different racial or 

ethnic group, the theme of this section focuses on race and class in terms of segregation.  

Atlanta, Georgia 

 

In 1970, Atlanta was more segregated than it had been in 1940 (Kruse, 2005, p. 

237).    The city was distinctly sectioned off into Black and White neighborhoods, where 

Blacks remained concentrated in the south and central parts of the city, and Whites in the 

north  throughout the 1970s (Kruse, 2005).  Decades later, Atlanta is still one of the most 

segregated cities in the United States (Keating, 2001).   Serving as a popular site for 
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relocation in the 1990s, Atlanta evolved into the second largest population magnet in the 

country in 1995-2000, with a high net immigration of 68.4% (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 

2003a, 2003b, 2003c).  Included in these numbers was Atlanta growth via gentrification 

(Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008). Thirty-three percent of the migration occurred into more 

residentially integrated areas of the same county.  Residential integration in the four 

counties comprising metro Atlanta [Clayton, Cobb, Dekalb, Fulton] increased more than 

counties surrounding Atlanta (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2003c).  A majority of Atlanta 

immigrants in 1995-2000 were between the 25-39 years of age, carrying potentially a 

heavy influence on society through childbearing capacity and human capital longevity 

due to their young age (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2003c).  Restated, Atlanta had, and 

still has, a substantial population of potential parents moving into integrated residential 

areas. 

The 1996 Olympics took place in Atlanta.  Prior to and since the Olympics, many 

projects mobilized to empower and revitalize the downtown area as well as stimulate 

gentrification (Kruse, 2005).  All project-based housing in the downtown area has been 

evacuated, demolished, and scheduled to be rebuilt as mixed-income multi-family units 

by 2012.  This large-scale renovation is not without consequence to the social service 

programs of the city, providing two examples of the neoliberal agenda.  The Atlanta 

Public School system enrolls many students from these housing areas, and has felt the 

changing forces in the community as these residents dispersed to other parts of the city or 

the suburbs.   

 My research focuses on two gentrifying neighborhoods, and an assumption that 

the evolution of parental social networks parallels the gentrification level of a 
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neighborhood.  In choosing neighborhoods in which to concentrate this research, I looked 

for areas that qualified as being in the process of gentrification as opposed to those 

already gentrified (DeSena, 2006; Warde, 1991).  The more gentrified an area was, the 

more school options were potentially available for residents.     

Atlanta is experiencing residential integration, yet Atlanta’s public schools are 

more segregated than housing patterns predict (Reardon & Yun, 2005, pp. 61-63). Four 

counties converge into metropolitan Atlanta.  Each county has its own school system with 

the exception of the area inside the I-285 perimeter of Atlanta.  Within the I-285 

perimeter is the City of Atlanta, the zoned attendance area of Atlanta Public Schools.  

Other school districts within the perimeter are Fulton County Schools, Dekalb County 

Schools and the City of Decatur Schools. Fulton County Schools and Dekalb County 

Schools do not have the same concentration of gentrifying or gentrified neighborhoods; 

instead, they represent a suburban population.  Decatur City Schools is a gentrified 

neighborhood in a separate school system.  Gentrification primarily occurs within the 

neighborhoods zoned for attendance in Atlanta Public Schools.  My study is limited to 

one school district, Atlanta Public Schools and more specifically, two neighborhoods that 

are in a state of gentrification: Kirkwood and Grant Park.    

A public school is a “public service attached to a particular location” (Zahirovic-

Herbert & Turnbull, 2009, p. 1112), and these two neighborhoods cluster around the 

downtown Atlanta area with Atlanta Public Schools being the designated school system 

servicing Kirkwood and Grant Park (Figure 1).  The neighborhoods were chosen because 

they represent variation in the stages of neighborhood gentrification.  In the next two 
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sections, I discuss the characteristics of Kirkwood and Grant Park in detail with 

supplemental figures. 

 

Figure 1. Neighborhoods in Study.  Source: Chapman (2011).   

The two neighborhoods investigated in this study, Grant Park and Kirkwood are shaded 

(Figure 1), as well as their relationship to Atlanta proper in the area detail.  Note their 
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proximity to the intersection of Interstate 20 and Interstate 75/85, which approximates the 

center of downtown Atlanta. 

Kirkwood 

Kirkwood is a 1.85 square mile community, located 5 miles east of downtown 

Atlanta.  Originally established in 1899, Kirkwood served as an independent streetcar 

suburb of Atlanta until its annexation to Atlanta in 1922.  Kirkwood was an all-White 

suburb from 1910 to 1950.  In the late 1950s, there was a transition from an all-White 

population to a predominantly African American population in Kirkwood and Atlanta, in 

general, as the City of Atlanta Board of Education slowly integrated (Hornsby, 1991).  

White flight characterized the neighborhood in the 1960s and 1970s.  The 1980s saw a 

reverse trend in the composition of Kirkwood’s neighborhoods as people began to return 

to the city in diverse social and ethnic groups (Kirkwood Neighbors Organization, 2007).  

The influx of a White population in Kirkwood contributed to racial conflict in the early 

stages of gentrification and did not occur peacefully (Atlanta City Council, 2001).   

Today Kirkwood is a gentrifying area along with Avondale Estates, Decatur, Atlanta, 

East Atlanta, Grant Park and Little 5 Points (Kirkwood Neighbors Organization, 2007).  

Kirkwood is a relatively newer gentrifying neighborhood when compared with Grant 

Park, a nearby historic neighborhood that experienced gentrification at least ten years 

prior to Kirkwood.  Kirkwood homes are typically 2-3 bedroom detached homes and the 

home values averaged $192,000 in 2007, but have since dropped to $176, 137 (CityData, 

2007a; CityData, 2011a).   Kirkwood has 18% fewer mortgages than Grant Park.  Fewer 

mortgages would indicate an older population because there are fewer rental units than 

owners in the neighborhood (CityData, 2011a). The population has a high proportion of 
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service, sales and office occupations with a 2009 median household income of $45, 793 

(CityData, 2011).  The Kirkwood neighborhood is approximately 59% Black and 37% 

White, based on the four census tracts 205–208 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2011a).  Of 

married-couple households, 44% are dual-income (CityData, 2011a).   Finally, Kirkwood 

has a large population of children–almost twice as many as Grant Park, yet only 0.9% 

attends a private school between the ages of 3-18 (CityData, 2007).   

Kirkwood parents have the option of signing up for the Kirkwood Babies & Kids 

Yahoo! Group by subscribing on the Yahoo! site. The list-serve was created to help 

Kirkwood Neighborhood parents connect with other parents, answer childcare and 

parenting questions, and provide a forum for parents to talk about parent/child related 

topics (Kirkwood Babies & Kids Group, n.d., ¶1).  The list-serve and Yahoo! group serve 

as the neighborhood parents’ form of communication.  In addition, the Kirkwood 

Neighborhood Organization website and newsletter serve to keep residents informed of 

neighborhood information between monthly meetings.  In the next section, I provide 

maps to demonstrate the area of research interest.   

Figure 2 and Figure 3 include the layout of the City of Atlanta in the top map with 

blue shading located within Fulton County and a small part of Dekalb County, which also 

identifies the boundaries of the Atlanta Public School system.  Figures 2 and 3 provide a 

spatial view of the relationship of NPU-O and Kirkwood in relation to the city of Atlanta.  

The larger map of Figure 2 demonstrates the Neighborhood Planning Unit (NPU) O that 

consists of Kirkwood, East Lake, and Edgewood.  Neighborhood Planning Units host 

monthly meetings, which could be sites for social networking and information exchange. 
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Figure 2.  Neighborhood Planning Unit O  

Source: http://www.arch.gatech.edu/~dapa/reports/atlneighchg/page-Images/npuo-m.html. 
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Figure 3.  Kirkwood Neighborhood Boundaries.   
Source:  http://www.arch.gatech.edu/~dapa/reports/atlneighchg/page-Images/o02m.html 
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Grant Park 

The Grant Park neighborhood was populated in from the 1890s to the 1950s by 

middle and upper-middle–class families (Grant Park Neighborhood Association, n.d.). 

Craftsman and Victorian homes surround the area. Restoration and revitalization efforts 

began in the early 1970s through the 1990s creating an increasingly gentrified and 

affluent neighborhood bordering the Atlanta Zoo.  By 2001, home sales were 2.65 times 

the sales price from 1975-1981 (Atlanta City Council, 2001).  Grant Park is a historic 

neighborhood characterized by high home values that averaged $335,000 in 2007, 

dropping to $304,724 as of 2009 (CityData, 2007b; CityData, 2011b).  The median 

household income in 2009 was $58, 274 (CityData, 2011b).  Of the married-couple 

households, 75% are dual income households in 2009 (CityData, 2011b).   

Grant Park began to experience gentrification in the 1980s (Aka, 2010; Keating, 2009).  

The population in Grant Park, census tract 50, was 68% White, 25% Black in 2010 (U.S. 

Bureau of the Census, 2011b) and the occupations are predominantly professional 

(CityData, 2011b).    

While the average age is 33-34, children represent approximately 18% of the 

neighborhood population.  Private school attendance for 3-18 year olds is almost 14% - a 

high number considering the existence of the Neighborhood Charter School and the 

relatively new public school, Parkside Elementary (CityData, 2007b).  In 1997, Atlanta 

Public Schools zoned Grant Park children into five different elementary schools in 

Atlanta Public Schools.  
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In fact, when parents from the Grant Park neighborhood began to explore the 

Atlanta Public Schools options for public elementary schools in their region in 

1997, they discovered that their neighborhood alone was zoned to five schools 

(Slaton, Stanton, Cook, Gordon, and West. Figure 3.17), (Hankins, 2004, p. 71).   

 

Parents typically moved out when their children reached school age, so a goal of the 

community was to establish a charter school that would stop flow of middle-class 

residents out of the neighborhood.  Hankins (2007) states, “In fact, the founding goal of 

the charter school was to keep middle-class residents in the area” (p. 120).  Grant Park’s 

community efforts resulted in the formation of the Atlanta Neighborhood Charter School.      

       Grant Park also boasts a well-developed website for parents to access information 

regarding the Grant Park Parents Network newsletter, recreational activities/parks, nanny 

employment/sharing and pediatrician references, a calendar of events for children, 

playgroups and registration, a business directory for the neighborhood, and a list of 31 

current school options, including public, private and preschool.  During the research 

process, I was admitted as a member and allowed to post my research flyer on the 

network through the kindness and support of a participant.  Such support is not 

uncommon on the website.  Parents may connect to the Grant Park Parent Network.  In 

order to receive the bi-weekly newsletter, or be listed in the member directory, 

registration to become a member is necessary. Free membership extends to Grant Park 

families. Non-residents in Grant Park may join the GPPN for a one-time fee of $15 per 

family.  After registering online, new members are directed to contact the playgroup 

coordinator for their child’s age in order to join the appropriate playgroup. 

Figures 4 and 5 provide a spatial view of the relationship of (NPU) W and Grant 

Park to the City of Atlanta in the top right corner.     

http://grantparkparents.org/
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Figure 4.  Neighborhood Planning Unit W  

Source: http://www.arch.gatech.edu/~dapa/reports/atlneighchg/page-Images/npuw-

m.html. 
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NPU-W includes Grant Park as well as the communities of Ormewood Park, East 

Atlanta, Boulevard Heights-Woodland Hills, and Benteen-Custer Avenue neighborhoods 

(Figure 4).  The twenty-five Neighborhood Planning Units host monthly meetings, which 

could be a site for social networking and information exchange, so the geographic 

boundaries of those NPUs are included.  The Neighborhood Planning Units are composed 

of elected chairpersons or presiding officers that work to facilitate community planning.  
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Figure 5.  Grant Park Neighborhood Boundaries.   

Source: http://www.arch.gatech.edu/~dapa/reports/atlneighchg/page-Images/w01m.html 
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The Grant Park map (Figure 5) specifically depicts the boundaries of Grant Park.  

In addition, the map of NPU-W serves to identify admission priority for applicants to the 

Atlanta Neighborhood Charter School.  The Neighborhood Charter School admits 

students in three phases, based on the following order.  First priority goes to Grant Park 

or Ormewood Park residents.  The next priority is for students living in NPU-W that 

includes Benteen, Boulevard Heights, Custer/McDonough/Guice, East Atlanta, Grant 

Park, Ormewood Park, North Ormewood Park, and Woodland Hills.  The last wave of 

priority admissions is for residents within an Atlanta Public school zone, but outside of 

NPU-W.  In this section, I reviewed the geography of the focus neighborhoods.  In the 

next section, I will review the public school system serving Kirkwood and Grant Park, 

Atlanta Public Schools. 

 

 

Atlanta Public Schools 

 

        Founded in the colonial period of 1642-1776, public education in the United 

States primarily served as a means of educating future generations to read the Bible and 

understand civic notices in the community.  Later, district schools were usually one-room 

with one teacher for all students without differentiation amongst grade levels.  The 

graded levels of education did not appear until the 1840s after McGuffey’s readers were 

introduced to over 120 million American students (Ornstein & Hunkins, 1998). The 

schools began at the district level with individual communities agreeing to tax themselves 

to pay a teacher for anywhere from a few days to a few months of instruction.  School 

building ranged according to the wealth of the community and geographic setting.  

Although Horace Mann, the first school superintended in the United States, wrote widely 
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about the need to standardize all elements of schooling from the school house to the 

students’ chairs, blackboards and books, few communities granted the funds to actualize 

his vision.  In the South, long distances between rural areas and heightened class, race 

and economic differences led the wealthy to hire tutors for their children from abroad, 

and to reject efforts to provide a common schooling for poorer children.  In the West, the 

establishment of a school was one of the first community activities to take place after 

settlement—an effort to replicate a civilized environment they had previously 

experienced in their Eastern homes.   

 During the Revolutionary War, the advocacy for free public schooling led to the 

1785 ordinances that gave property to schools in each township.  Not until the 20
th

 

century were secondary schools a common feature in the formal education of children.  

Enrollments were boosted during the Great Depression of the 1930s when nearly 50% of 

students the age 14–17 attended school (Ornstein & Hunkins, 1998).  With the Brown v. 

Topeka Board of Education (1954; Brown I) ruling, schools were forced to desegregate, 

but resistance to the law was widespread and implementation slow.   

 The concept of the standardization of schooling motivated by a desire to extend 

equal opportunities to a wider portion of society was slow and achieved only after 

decades of efforts by the states to adhere to the professional wisdom of school executives 

and university professors who lobbied for their visions.  Overall, the highly contested 

terrain of American education denotes a struggle at which is centered a middle-class 

ethos and determination to have the best interests of their children.     

 What is evident by today’s standards is that students are not receiving the benefits 

of “equal opportunities” in the public education system, and schools are still very 
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segregated (Boger & Orfield, 2005).  A neglect of the lower third quartile of the students 

perpetuates a system of poverty and unemployment highlighted by racism and 

gentrification (Weis, Farrar, & Petrie, 1989, p. 212).  Fifty-seven years have passed since 

Brown I (1954); and despite increasing residential integration, schools in Atlanta, 

Georgia have resegregated (Kruse, 2005).   

 Atlanta Public Schools (APS) has served the students of the city of Atlanta proper 

since 1872, and was formed as a system to educate White children that would be 

commensurate with the opportunities offered to former slaves through the Freedman’s 

Bureau (Loving, 1999).  Operating under the paradigm of “separate but equal” in Plessy 

v. Ferguson (1896), schools were allowed to operate a dual system for Whites and 

Blacks, replete with completely segregated staff.  In the 1954 court decision, Brown v. 

Topeka Board of Education (1954; Brown I), schools were mandated to desegregate.  

Desegregation in the South was not immediate.  In 1961, “Atlanta’s school system was 

technically desegregated under a “freedom of choice” plan” (Kruse, 2005, p. 237) where, 

on paper, all parents were allowed to send students to the schools of their choice.  

Bureaucratic hassles enabled Whites to proceed smoothly while Blacks faced a complex 

web of difficulties to choose schools (Kruse, 2005).  

 The composition of the student population changed from White to minority in the 

late 1960s when mandatory desegregation loomed on the imminent horizon (Kruse, 

2005).  By 1969-1970, only 20% of Atlanta’s 100,000 students attended a desegregated 

school.   White flight had stripped the system of 50% of its White students from 1963 

(Kruse, 2005). Ralph McGill, a newspaper columnist for the Constitution, wrote an open 

letter to Robert Finch, the Nixon official from the Department of Health, Education and 
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Welfare referring to the tragic implications of a dual school system as not a freedom of 

choice, but discrimination (Kruse, 2005).  By 1973, Atlanta’s public school system had 

23% Whites enrolled.  That same year, in an effort to end the desegregation lawsuit 

against Atlanta Public Schools, Atlanta’s school board and the National Association for 

the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) reached an agreement to increase student 

transfers, create magnet schools, increase staff integration, and hire more Blacks in 

administrative positions, referred to as “The Atlanta Compromise” (Kruse, 2005, p. 239).   

In 1985, Atlanta Public Schools’ White enrollment was a meager 6%.  By 2002, it was 

“nearly completely Black” where 93 schools of  which 54 schools had one or two White 

students and 21 schools had zero White students (Kruse, 2005, p. 239).   “The massive 

drop in White enrollment was due not simply to the larger migration of Whites to the 

suburbs, but to the fact that Whites who stayed in the city generally opted for private 

schools instead” (Kruse, 2005, p. 240).  The dramatic change in composition of Atlanta 

Public Schools was rapid and has since remained a majority Black school district. 

 Public education is still very segregated in Atlanta.  Keating (2001) argues that 

Atlanta has “an inferior public-school system, which is both a consequence and a cause 

of pervasive Black poverty” (p. 210).  A neglect of the lower third quartile of the students 

perpetuates a system of poverty and unemployment highlighted by racism and 

gentrification (Weis, Farrar, & Petrie, 1989, p. 212).  Fifty-seven years have passed, and 

despite the increasing residential integration, schools are still segregated in Atlanta, 

Georgia.  Although schools cannot predict nor prevent the exodus of residents due to 

racial issues, Atlanta Public Schools exacerbated the situation through its own policies. 
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During the 1980s, under the Alonzo Crim superintendency, Atlanta Public 

Schools won awards for its district progress in standardized tests only to be exposed as 

fraudulent (Hess, 1999).  By the late 1990s, the entire school board was ousted and a new 

superintendent hired (Hess, 1999).  Beverly Hall served an 11-year term as 

Superintendent of Atlanta Public Schools.  In 2010 - 2011, Beverly Hall and her 

administration were exposed for the erasure of standardized test answers in at least 58 

schools and involving 200 teachers and administrators (Schwarz, 2011; Winerip, 2011).  

The reputation of Atlanta Public Schools reached low levels of public confidence.  

During the first crisis with Alonzo Crim’s administration, Frederick Hess (1999) stated 

“Clearly, the political cost of losing a community’s confidence is high,” (p. 74) with 

regard to the value of school boards and administration and their ability to create 

confidence within a community.  Eleven years later, Hess’s (1999) commentary remains 

pertinent to the current crisis in Atlanta Public Schools.  

During the same period (1980-2010), Atlanta experienced much neighborhood 

transition.  The effect of gentrification on Atlanta education has had little coverage with 

the exception of Hankins (2004, 2005, 2007) and Martin (2008, 2007).  Atlanta Public 

Schools (APS) serves the City of Atlanta and specifically Kirkwood and Grant Park.  

APS shows a declining enrollment in spite of an increasing urban population.  Atlanta 

experienced 250,000+ new residents since 1991 and the White population has increased 

more than any other large city in the nation (Davis & Pickel, 2008; U.S. Bureau of the 

Census, 2003a).  Atlanta is the destination of the New Great Migration for Blacks (Frey, 

2004).  As the city’s population integrates via gentrification and anticipates the influx of 
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the New Great Migration, the Atlanta Public Schools system is consolidating, closing, 

and renovating.   

Atlanta Public School’s activity is based on the projected number of students for 

the next 5 years, with a proposed twenty percent decrease in student population by 2016, 

approximately 10,000 students (Atlanta Public School System Task Force on 

Recruitment and Retention, 2006), leaving only 86 of the 97 schools that were open in 

2000 (Reid, 2003).  According to Reid (2003) and Egan (2005), Atlanta has a high pupil 

attrition rate in the city’s public school system.   The enrollment in Atlanta Public 

Schools dropped from 60,000 students in 1995 to 51,300 in 2003 (Reid, 2003; Atlanta 

Public Schools, 2004).  In the economically more well-to-do areas of APS, the system is 

able to attract only 50% of the children zoned for those schools (Atlanta Public School 

System Task Force on Recruitment and Retention, 2006).  Parents choose to send their 

children elsewhere, including private schools.  In 2007, APS reorganized schools, 

attendance boundaries and magnet programs to attract parents to the neighborhood 

schools.  The results of such district changes will not be realized in the school system 

until at least 2012-2013, based on the Fall 2012 kindergarten birth cohort enrollment. 

Atlanta Public Schools loses 25% of its birth cohort before the children enter 

kindergarten (Atlanta Public School System Task Force on Recruitment and Retention, 

2006).  Butler (2003) identified 25% to be a peak percent of middle-class gentrifiers who 

reside in a typical gentrifying neighborhood before its dominant culture becomes middle-

class and it loses its transitional nature.  This number has the potential to maximize at 

25% of the population in any neighborhood according to Butler’s London research results 

(Butler, 1997).  It appears that once gentrifiers reach more than 25% occupancy in a 
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neighborhood, it saturates with the middle class as the dominant culture and it is no 

longer a gentrifying neighborhood, but rather a gentrified one as demonstrated by 

building infrastructure and consumer services in the immediate surroundings (Warde, 

1991).   Atlanta Public Schools loses 25% of its student birth cohort to alternative options 

such as private schools (Atlanta Public School System Task Force on Recruitment and 

Retention, 2006).   Parent-gentrifiers could represent a significant portion of this 

population who are opting out of Atlanta Public Schools. 

Due to declining enrollment, former Atlanta Public Schools superintendent Dr. 

Beverly L. Hall invited a group of parents, teachers, principals, business leaders, 

community leaders and School Board members to participate in the 2003-2004 North 

Corridor Task Force to improve recruitment and retention in the North Corridor Feeder 

System.  She acknowledged a continuous reduction in student population “starting around 

grades 4 and 5, with an increasing number of families choosing alternate education 

options through middle and high school” (Atlanta Public Schools System Task Force on 

Recruitment and Retention, 2004, p. 4).  This message was reiterated in Buckhead Living 

(2007) as marketing for the back-to-the-public-school or neighborhood school movement.   

Previously, parents pulled their children out of the school because they witnessed 

a decline in the environment and test scores.  Emmett Johnson, the school board 

president, conceded “that low test scores may have prompted parents to pull their 

children out of the city schools in the past,” (Reid, 2003, p. 1).   The rebranding of the 

school involved the creation of “institutional distance from rest of the school district, 

altering the district’s administrative structure to demarcate a particular group of schools 

as unique” as well as creating symbolic distance from the rest of the school district “to 
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recognize downtown schools as such, which necessitated some form of visual continuity 

from school to school” (Cucchiara, 2008, p. 169).  Further,  

Branding as a marketing strategy deliberately creates connections, operating on 

emotional and subconscious levels, between the goods being marketed and 

broader conceptions of lifestyle and identity (Greenberg 2000). In this case, the 

branding of the Center City schools was an effort to reshape the ways customers 

(e.g. parents) understood the schools and the images they associated with them, 

exchanging the schools’ association with the ‘inner city’ for an identity tied to 

their location in the affluent downtown area.  (Cucchiara, 2008, p. 169)   

 

The school district acknowledged the problem of declining enrollment by regrouping and 

re-branding its programs, resulting in the eradication of  magnet schools  and creation of 

early college campuses to overcome a decline in student enrollment and falling patterns 

of consumption. 

In a comparable strategy, APS began restructuring its schools in 2004, yielding a 

state-of-the-art campus at Carver High School.  Washington High School, completely 

renovated in 2004 -2005, was similarly reorganized in 2009-2010.  The school board 

reconfigured attendance zone boundaries and magnet designations as well.  These 

reformations replicate the Center City Schools Initiative of Philadelphia [CCSI].  In the 

CCSI plan, school attendance boundaries changed, schools were repositioned in the 

market or “re-branded” to appeal to the gentrifying families in the Center City downtown 

area and consumer services replaced the historical bureaucracy of the school district 

(Cucchiara, 2008).  Focusing on the upper-class consumption practices, the intent of the 

initiative is to reshape the image of the schools as unique and attractive (Cucchiara, 

2008). The strategy yields a new space ready for place-making and attachment.   

Schools now market to attract customers.  Atlanta Public Schools is in the same 

position since school enrollment has declined, but the gentrifying residential population is 
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growing. Utilizing their forms of capital and agency, middle-class parents/parent-

gentrifiers are able to demand good neighborhood schools, a demand that was previously 

ignored in such neighborhoods.  As more families begin to look at gentrifying 

neighborhoods, Atlanta Public Schools will want to ensure a competitive image as a form 

of neoliberal branding and competition with respect to private school alternatives.   

While much has been written on the parameters of gentrification and school 

choice, the research lacks the voice of parent-gentrifiers, and specifically, their school 

selection process and the outcomes of that process. Gentrification is a form of residential 

integration, and in the South, residential integration and school segregation are both 

increasing (Boger & Orfield, 2005; Reardon & Yun, 2005).  A careful analysis of 

gentrifying parents and school choice may unearth answers.  My dissertation research is 

designed to gain a deeper understanding of the lived experience of school selection in 

Atlanta’s gentrifying/transitional neighborhoods.  Their tales will create a snapshot of the 

parent-gentrifiers’ endeavor to educate their children in the city.  The results will provide 

insightful information to school district leaders, educational policy makers, and urban 

planners to gain understanding of the school choice process in gentrifying neighborhoods. 

In order to summarize the school choice options, I present a list of the elementary 

schools that are formally available within both gentrifying neighborhoods, Kirkwood and 

Grant Park, during the 2010-2011 school year.  Other schools may appear in the data 

analysis in the event that parents send children out of the neighborhood and close to their 

place of employment, other relatives, or to a private school.  The Atlanta Board of 

Education Official determines official school attendance zones.  The official zone 

boundary for all elementary, middle and high school is based on the residence of their 
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parents or legal guardians based on the annual completion of an affidavit and verification 

in the form of a deed, mortgage statement, or lease, and an electric utility bill, with all 

exceptions requiring administrative approval. (Atlanta Public Schools, n.d.).    The 

following two maps demonstrate the specific boundaries/attendance zones of the 

neighborhoods’ traditional public schools, Parkside Elementary and Toomer Elementary. 

 
 

Figure 6. 2010-2011 Parkside Zoned Boundaries.   

Source: Atlanta Public Schools, (n.d.), http://www.atlanta.k12.ga.us/Page/832 

 

The map of Parkside (Figure 6) demonstrates how the zoned attendance area fractures the 

community surrounding the park, and includes D.H. Stanton Elementary and Benteen 

Elementary.  Therefore, when the Atlanta Neighborhood Charter is also considered, 

http://www.atlanta.k12.ga.us/Page/832
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participants may be zoned in one of four different public schools within the 2.090 mile 

neighborhood. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.  2010-2011 Toomer Zoned Boundaries.   

Source: Atlanta Public Schools, (n.d.), http://www.atlanta.k12.ga.us/Page/832 

 

The boundary map of Toomer’s zoned attendance area demonstrates the exclusion of a 

portion of the neighborhood from Watson Circle and up Oakview Road, excluding the 

neighborhood around Sutton Place (Figure 7).

http://www.atlanta.k12.ga.us/Page/832
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Table 1 

Elementary School Choice Options by Gentrification Zone 

School  Kirkwood 

Eligibility 

Grant 

Park 

Eligibility  

Type 

of 

School 

2009-2010 Demographics 

(Georgia Department of Education, 

n.d.) 

Toomer 

Elementary 

 

(170 students) 

X  Public K-5, 80% Economically 

Disadvantaged 

85% African American, 12% 

White, 1% Hispanic, 1% Asian  

Parkside 

Elementary 

 

(503 students) 

 X Public K-5, 78% Economically 

Disadvantaged 

81% Black, 9% Hispanic, 6% 

White, 1% Asian 

Atlanta 

Neighborhood 

Charter 

School (348) 

X X Public 

Charter 

K-5, 18% Economically 

Disadvantaged 

63% White, 24% African 

American, 3% Hispanic, 9% Other 

Charles Drew  

Charter 

School 

(780 students) 

X X Public 

Charter 

K-5, 78% Economically 

Disadvantaged 

94% African American 

1% Hispanic, 2% White , 3% Other 

Wesley 

International 

 

(589 students)  

X X Public 

Charter 

K-8, 47% Economically 

Disadvantaged 

76% African American, 

12 % White, 4% Hispanic, 2% 

Asian, 6% Other 

The 

Children’s 

School 

X X Private PK-6, No Ec. Disadvantaged 

56% White, 41% African 

American, 2% Asian * 

Paideia 

School 

X X Private PK-12, No Ec. Disadvantaged 

72% White 

15% African American 

7% Asian, 5% Hispanic * 

Waldorf 

School of 

Atlanta 

X X Private PK-8, No Ec. Disadvantaged 

83% White, 12% African 

American, 3% Hispanic, 1% Asian  

* 

*Information obtained from greatschools.org (n.d.) 
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Economically disadvantaged students are students in schools determined to be eligible to 

participate in the Free Lunch Program under the National School Lunch  

Act (Georgia Department of Education, n.d.).  The schools listed in Table 1 represent 

school options available within the neighborhood boundaries of Grant Park and 

Kirkwood.  The information reflects the schools within a 5-mile radius, which I later 

modified to reflect the schools mentioned in participant responses.   

 

Individual Interests and Social Responsibility 

 

As a part of my research, I explore the concept of diversity, with regard to social 

justice defined as the equitable treatment of human beings in terms of opportunity and 

outcome.  Social justice or social welfare was integrated in Keynesian economic policies 

as a large-scale social responsibility from the 1950s through the 1990s.  As Rose (1996) 

speaks to the “death of the social,” he refers to the loss of imposed governance and a 

change to self-governance.  In this research, social justice is identified with racially 

integrated education, a fight the U.S. government pursued from 1954 to 1991.   

   The abandonment of the fight for integrated schools came with three Supreme 

Court cases that set the precedent for district courts across the United States: the Board of 

Education of Oklahoma City Public Schools v. Dowell (1991), Freeman v. Pitts (1992) 

and Missouri v. Jenkins (1995).   Since these court decisions, social justice has proved to 

be an issue that does not benefit from self-governance in a neoliberal educational market.  

Resegregation has increased in schools since 1990 (Boger & Orfield, 2005).  In fact, with 

regard to school populations, “some of the most rapid losses of Whites occurred in such 

cities as Atlanta where bussing had never been pursued,” (Boger & Orfield, 2009, p. 9).  
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Boger and Orfield (2005) argue these losses do not correspond to sudden demographic 

change.   

The governmental oversight of desegregation was dismantled or deregulated 

during the 1990s with the belief that segregation was no longer a condition inspired by 

force and intimidation, but by choice.  The choice of where one lived determined the 

racial and socio-economic complexion of the school population.  As Whites had fled the 

urban areas in the 1950s, middle-class Blacks moved to ‘better schools’ in the 1980s and 

1990s.  School choice followed through vouchers and charter schools.  The caveat is that 

choice is based on excellence and accountability without regard for the public good and 

general social well-being, also known as equity (Oria, Cardini, Ball, Stamou, Kolokitha, 

Vertigan, & Flores-Moreno, 2007).  In education, “school choice has become a highly 

individualistic activity where the space for social concerns is minimal” (Oria et al., 2007, 

p. 102).  Reay, Crozier, and James (2011) argue that the neoliberal emphasis on 

individualism has shifted the responsibility for social justice into an individual 

responsibility. 

For present purposes, the central point is that neoliberal policies around school 

choice have re-shaped earlier discourses of equity, inclusion and social welfare, 

changing the meaning of the terms themselves.  Although the rhetoric of choice 

appears politically neutral, its introduction discursively shifts the responsibility 

for social inequality to individual citizens (p. 65).   

 

I contend that parent-gentrifiers are situated in a particular place with respect to their 

school selection process with respect to this shift in responsibility.  I explore how parent-

gentrifiers choose schools in urban areas that have been historically segregated and how 

they frame those decisions.   
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As parents select schools, their choices are wrought with dilemmas of the 

personal versus the social.  Oria, et al. (2007) examined the ethical conflict involved in 

choosing schools, finding that there is the “pursuit of familial advantage through 

education” where “parents act as citizen-consumers in choosing schools” (Oria et al., 

2007, p. 92).  The combination of social responsibility and personal responsibility result 

in the good parent/bad citizen versus the bad parent/good citizen conundrum (Ball, 2006; 

Nagel, 1991; See also White, 1994).  Nagel’s (1991) “division of self” is where the ideas 

and discourse of good parents and good citizens run contrary to one another.   

The same conflict is found between John Locke’s liberalism and John Dewey’s 

progressivism where the choices are based on liberalism’s  reduced state that encourages 

“cultural diversity” or  progressivism’s focus on “democracy, equality, and autonomy” 

(Godwin & Kemerer, 2002, p. 13).  Parents in a neoliberal market have the right to foster 

choices based on their own cultural habitus, making personal choices, but they have an 

impact in numbers.  The duality conflict is included as a part of the school-selection 

process for parent-gentrifiers because it may appear during the data analysis if racial or 

socio-economic diversity issues emerge from the data.       

 

Residential Integration and School Resegregation 

Residential integration is recent a phenomenon as well as school resegregation.  

School segregation is not.  In order to understand the evolution of segregation, I review 

the legal history of segregation.  The Fourteenth Amendment of the United States 

Constitution was adopted in 1868, and it specifies that no state shall deny equal 

protection of the law to any person within its jurisdiction.  The state may not create laws 
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that violate fundamental constitutional rights, either.  The amendment could thus be 

applied to the case of segregation in that compulsory school attendance laws confer a 

property right to students.  Therefore, no state shall take away the right to attend school 

from any student.  The Supreme Court ruled in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896)
 
that “separate 

but equal”
 
was constitutional.  In 1954, the Brown v. Topeka Board of Education (1954; 

Brown I) decision stated that separate schools were “inherently unequal”.   Subsequently, 

segregation was legally defined into two categories. 

      De jure segregation is that which is mandated by or a result of the law, while de 

facto segregation occurs despite or as an unintentional result of the law (McCarthy, 

Cambron-McCabe &Thomas, 1998).   As new cases appeared, the line of distinction 

between the two forms faded rapidly.  For instance, Spencer v. Kugler (1972) clarifies 

The point we are making is that the current situation we face, in which most 

minority group children attend school in isolation from children of the majority 

group, is not accidental or purely de facto.  In many cases, it has resulted in whole 

or in substantial part from an accumulation of governmental actions.  Thus, the 

categorical distinction between de jure and de facto segregation is not as clear-cut 

as it would appear.  Upon closer examination, there is probably little legal 

substance to the concept of de facto school segregation.
   

(¶ 16)
 

 

De facto segregation originates from de jure desegregation.  “Since most racial 

imbalance, once established, is foreseeable, any policy which permits such imbalance to 

continue would, on a strictly objective theory, amount to de jure segregation” (George 

Arthur v. Ewald Nyquist, 1978).  The more strategies applied to solve the issue of 

segregation, the more complex the issue became.  De facto segregation was successfully 

argued and established as a by-product of residential patterns as seen in Deal v. 

Cincinnati Board of Education (1966) which stated that the school board did not have to 

take steps to racially balance de facto segregated schools,  
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If factors outside the schools operate to deprive some children of some of the 

existing choices, the school board is certainly not responsible therefore.
24

 …In 

this situation, while a particular child may be attending a school composed 

exclusively of Negro pupils, he and his parents know that he has the choice of 

attending a mixed school if they so desire, and they can move into the 

neighborhood district of such school. (¶ ) 

The court decision in Deal v. Cincinnati Board of Education (1966) disregards the 

social and economic history of residential choice and neighborhood schools.   

 The neighborhood school has long been considered the best way to reach 

the largest number of children.  However, many urban neighborhoods changed 

after the court ruled in Brown v. Topeka Board of Education in 1954.  The 

resulting residential patterns were single race because White flight isolated the 

neighborhood school system, whether due to Brown (I) or the myriad of 

governmental policies (Chemerinsky, 2005).  Examples of such residential 

patterning were labeled ‘de facto segregation’ and established in Deal v 

Cincinnati Board of Education, (1966).  The court affirmed that de facto 

segregation was not the issue in Brown because Deal involved residential choice.  

Although the combination of poverty and racial segregation has a strong, negative 

impact on the quality of education, efforts to integrate housing and remove de 

facto patterns have been met with resistance (Mioli & O’Neill, 2000).  In the case 

of Arlington Heights v. Metropolitan Housing Corp (1977),
 
a neighborhood’s 

power prevented integration.   The reverse trends to integrate thirty-one years 

later may still not rectify school segregation. 

While urban areas experienced White flight from 1954 to 1990, school 

districts efforts to integrate schools included bussing, magnet programs, and the 

like under court ordered desegregation mandates.  In the 1990s, a surge of 
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decisions granted ‘unitary status’ to school districts in the United States (Boger & 

Orfield, 2005).  Unitary status occurs when desegregation efforts are no longer 

mandated because the school district has reached what the court considers its 

maximum ability to integrate the student population (Chemerinsky, 2005, p. 38).  

Three Supreme Court cases set the precedent for district courts across the United 

States: the Board of Education of Oklahoma City Public Schools v. Dowell 

(1991), Freeman v. Pitts (1992) and Missouri v. Jenkins (1995).  Essentially, 

these three Supreme Court decisions stated that unitary status was granted to a 

school district if they had followed a court order to a practical extent in good 

faith. When portions of those orders are met, they cease to be enforced.   

By the 1990s, the 1954 Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of 

Education was fulfilled legally in most instances.  In fact, race conscious school 

assignment policies are now legal only if they are court-ordered.  Then, school 

resegregation occurred and increased from 1990-2000 (Boger & Orfield, 2005; 

Chemerinsky, 2005).  As of 2000, school districts were rapidly resegregating in 

the South and elsewhere due to the lack of school-assignment plans (Boger & 

Orfield, 2005, pp. 10-11).   The consequence of this resegregation is devastating 

to the surrounding communities because the schools regress to segregated 

institutions and enter perceived “spirals of decline” (Gorard, Taylor, & Fitz, 2002, 

p. 368).    

Spirals of decline occur when a school does not meet or regresses in test 

scores, experiences a transition into a majority-minority population, or both.  

Whites and Hispanics use the ratio of African Americans in a school to determine 
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the school quality (Godwin & Kemerer, 2002; Wells, et al., 2009).  By definition, 

White middle-class students who opt out of urban neighborhood schools or public 

school options in gentrifying neighborhoods contribute to school resegregation.  

School segregation in the themes of diversity and social responsibility are 

included in the discussion of the results in Chapter 4. 

 

Summary 

Gentrification and education are interdependent as parent-gentrifier experiences in 

the urban city (Cucchiara, 2008; Frankenberg, 2005; Robson & Butler, 2001).  The real 

estate market and urban public education reciprocally determine each other’s future in the 

United States.  Often, housing or residential choices depend on the reputations of 

neighborhood schools (Boger & Orfield, 2005; Frankenberg, 2005; The Report of the 

Century Foundation Task Force, 2002; Wells, et al., 2009).  Essentially, housing policy is 

school policy, because students are zoned into schools by their residential location. Urban 

school districts across the United States are consolidating and closing schools while these 

same urban areas are experiencing an increase in gentrifying populations.  As a result, the 

consolidated schools are crowded and segregated, creating narrow education options for 

incoming parent-gentrifiers.   

San Francisco, Seattle, Honolulu, Boston, Pittsburgh, Washington, Portland (OR),  

Denver, Miami, Minneapolis, Austin and Atlanta are all cities with populations of 

300,000+ in the process of revitalization that are currently experiencing low percentages 

of public school children under 18 years of age (Egan, 2005).  The influx of gentrifiers 

has not curtailed school closings in these areas, yet parent-gentrifiers may not have a 
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neighborhood school from which to choose (Egan, 2005).  Because a decreasing student 

population characterizes the gentrification process, school systems experience smaller 

enrollment cohorts (Betancur, 2002; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008; Schneider, Teske, & 

Marschall, 2002).  Closing schools in revitalizing areas eliminates the public school 

options for parent-gentrifiers.  An exact count of gentrifying parents and/or their children 

is difficult to obtain, and there is a lack of information regarding the strategies and 

discourse that gentrifying parents utilize to choose schools for their children.     

Meanwhile, school districts are only recently beginning to market to the changing 

consumer preferences and behaviors.  Those parent-gentrifiers who do consider public 

education, they confront a “division of self” in the process of school selection.  Under the 

neoliberal agenda, “Policy works to make these parents ‘self-regarding’. The 

responsibility to ‘others’ is displaced” (Oria, et al., 2007, p. 103).  By definition, 

gentrifiers make residential choices with diversity in the foreground.   I expect to gain 

information as to how that same diversity affects their sense of commitment to social 

justice in education.  

  

My review of the literature considers the school-selection process and the 

networks forged to gain information regarding schools with the assumption that the 

schools parent-gentrifiers select for their children are influenced by their access to 

information and their agency in pursuing those choices.  I consider Beck’s (2007) concept 

of educational reductionism, which describes how the theory and analysis in current 

literature on the marketization of education has depicted middle-class efforts as intense 

and desperate “to secure positional advantage for its offspring by exploiting the 

opportunities that the new education market place provides” (p. 37).  In contrast, I 
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approach the research as an opportunity to examine school selection as a set of 

differentiated, lived experiences for parent-gentrifiers rather than contributing to the 

essentialization of those experiences.   While much of the previous literature is the basis 

of my research, I consciously consider the middle class, specifically parent-gentrifiers, 

with respect and dignity in my analysis of their efforts in the school selection process.
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODOLOGY 

To hear the lived experience of parent-gentrifiers and satisfy the need for 

qualitative inquiry expressed by previous researchers (André-Bechely, 2005a; Croft, 

2003; DeSena, 2006, 2009; Robson & Butler, 2001), I used phenomenographic 

methodology. My methodology is fully described in this chapter, and organized to 

include the sampling strategies, selection of participants, research design, data analysis, 

and limitations.  Phenomenography is the study of the lived experience of others, 

epistemologically-based on their relational perspective of the world.  This inductive 

approach provided grounded, empirical research that revealed the qualitatively different 

ways of experiencing a phenomenon and the internal and external aspects that surround 

those experiences, including their temporality, context, situation, and emotion (Marton & 

Booth, 1997).      

Phenomenography is a relatively new methodology,  originating in 1980s as an 

interpretivist empirical research approach without a theoretical or philosophical 

framework (Akerlind, 2005a).   Based on a constructivist epistemology that believes our 

knowledge is constructed and shaped by human perceptions, experiences and social 

interactions (Akerlind, 2005a; See also Marton & Booth, 1997 for more on constructivist 

epistemology), phenomenography has two core assumptions.  First, the ontological 

assumption is that an individual’s experience of a phenomenon is affected by time and 

context (Akerlind, 2005a, 2005b; Booth, 2008; Marton & Booth, 1997).  At any other 
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time, place, or context, their experience may differ from that which they have described 

in this study.  Second, there are a finite number of ways of experiencing the derived 

categories of description (Booth, 2008; Marton, 1981; Marton & Booth, 1997; Marton & 

Pong, 2005).  In this case, a sample set at any point in time and geographical/spatial 

contexts should approximate the range of finite possibilities of the lived experience of 

parent-gentrifiers’ school-selection process.  

Phenomenographic research focuses on the variation of the perspectives of the 

relationship between the participant and the phenomenon (Bowden & Green, 2005; 

Marton & Booth, 1997).    The experiences are analyzed at the group level, as opposed to 

the individual level.  Therefore, the factors of time, space and context that may affect an 

individual’s perspective on an experience are represented in the collective variation of 

response.  Although an individual’s experience of a phenomenon is contextually and 

temporally specific, the collective experience represents the potential variation of that 

experience with regard to time, space and context (Akerlind, 2005b; Bowden & Green, 

2005; Marton & Booth, 1997).  With this approach in mind, one is able to conduct 

interviews that, regardless of time, space and context, provide a sample point on the 

assumed finite number of experiences possible for the phenomenon (Booth, 2008; 

Marton, 1981; Marton & Pong, 2005).  Akerlind (2005a) finds that “Ideally, the 

outcomes represent the full range of possible ways of experiencing the phenomenon in 

question, at this particular point in time, for the population represented by the sample 

group collectively” (p. 323).   

Akerlind (2005a) limits the manageability of phenomenographic studies to 20 

participants, whereas Bowden (2005) finds 20-30 participants ensure sufficient variation 
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in perspective, yet maintain data manageability. Although the individual experience may 

vary over time and reflection, a group range of 30 provides an outcome space that 

approximates the finite range of possible experiences, although Akerlind (2005a) notes 

that “any outcome space is inevitably partial, with respect to the hypothetically complete 

range of ways of experiencing a phenomenon” (p. 328).   

I chose phenomenography due to my close relationship with this research topic.  

A phenomenographic approach requires the researcher to disclose and bracket their 

relationship to the phenomenon.  By acknowledging the researcher’s potential bias in 

perspective, the research can be focused on the relationship between the participants and 

the phenomenon.  Researchers must bracket first order statements about the world or 

second order statements about the potential of living the experience vicariously.   

In this case, I disclosed my status as a former resident, teacher and parent in a 

gentrifying neighborhood in the early stages of transition. I lived in a gentrifying 

neighborhood for four years, and taught in that neighborhood public school system for six 

years.  Four months after the birth of my first child, I moved.  Such discussion of my 

experience and beliefs is common in the realm of qualitative research because it serves to 

provide the reader with a perspective on my lens of personal experience.  Exposing and 

bracketing my personal experience allowed the research results to be understood in light 

of my perspective.   Even though every effort is made to bracket that perspective, script 

the interviews and follow methodological protocol, I acknowledged and critically 

examined the role of my own previous experience as a potential variable in my research.  

Further efforts to reduce bias were integrated in the research design of the 

interview process.  A scripted series of interview questions and prompts were used to 
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provide rigor, reliability and to reduce potential research bias in the interview process 

(Barnacle, 2005; Bowden & Green, 2005).   Phenomenography’s strength comes from a 

strict adherence to the scripted interview questions, removing the potential tangle of 

relationships between researcher and phenomenon and participants (Barnacle, 2005; 

Green, 2005).  Scripted interviews reduce the potential for leading questions or steering 

interviews.  Because variation is the focus of the analysis, every effort was made to 

eliminate variation in the research protocol, so that true variation could arise from the 

data.  

Any commonalities found in the research data occurred in spite of the variation, 

yielding a consistent level of discernment and awareness that generates the initial 

categories of description.  The categories of description were created to minimize the 

potential bias in categorizing data and data analysis.  Through the maximized variation of 

the sample group, the outcome space should represent the full range of possible ways to 

experience the phenomenon at this point of time for the population collectively 

represented by the sample group (Booth & Marton, 1997; Marton & Pong, 2005).  

Marton referred to this as the “horizontal décolage” where the variation within 

individuals across structurally similar tasks (1981, p. 192).   My research analyzed the 

variation in the experiences and reflections of parent-gentrifiers as they chose schools and 

operated in social networks and enclaves in the different geographical and social spaces 

of Atlanta’s Kirkwood and Grant Park neighborhoods.   

The categories of description derived from the data represent the range of 

responses from the group as a whole.  The collective experience gives much more 

strength than analysis at the individual level (Marton & Booth, 1997).   The iterative 



 104 

 

process of data analysis yielded grounded, empirical data.  My study was a small, 

qualitative analysis that provided an opportunity to see empirical, grounded research 

emerge in a cross-section sample of 30 participants, which was a group of sufficient size 

to find variation, yet small enough to manage the data collection and analysis (Bowden & 

Green, 2005).  The resulting data should represent the range of possible outcomes in a 

population similar to the sample group of parent-gentrifiers in Kirkwood and Grant Park 

with children between the ages of 0 and 5.   

 

 

Sampling Strategy  

My research objective was to learn about the experience of a social phenomenon 

without making generalizations to the general population, so purposeful; snowball 

sampling was preferred and practiced over random sampling (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).   

Snowball sampling is a sampling method where participants are contacted based on social 

networks or referrals (Ball, 2003; Brantlinger, 2003; Griffith & Smith, 2005; Holme, 

2002; Oria, et al., 2007; Reay, 1998a; Vincent, 2001).  Snowball sampling was 

significant to this research methodology because it mirrors the social contacts and 

referrals that occur in parents’ natural flow of social networking.  Maximized variation 

sampling used in phenomenography includes extreme cases on either end of a spectrum 

(Green, 2005). Age, race, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, social and economic 

status, and physical disability are examples of factors considered in maximizing the 

participant pool in purposive sampling (Maxwell, 1996).   

Again, the commonalities derived from great variations in sample populations are 

of specific interest and value to the research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The combination of 
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snowball sampling and maximized variation provided the opportunity to hear distinct 

experiences in this study.  My study included multiple variations in terms of race, 

disability, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, and marital status.  The spectrum of 

the sample group included  socioeconomic variation, African Americans, Asian 

Americans (including India), physically-challenged, lesbian families, married parents, 

divorced/single parents, widowed parents, interracial marriages and families with adopted 

children.   

 

 

Selection of Participants 

The sampling group included 30 mothers (n = 30), 16 from Kirkwood and 14 from 

Grant Park.  The participants were not randomly chosen, because they were selected from 

a narrow pool of eligible candidates that snowballed through social networks/contacts 

(Brantlinger, 2003; Holme, 2002; Merriam, 1998; Vincent, 2001). Via snowball 

sampling, 15 participants were selected.  Another 15 participants agreed to conduct 

interviews from my personal solicitation at the community park.   

The research participants resided in a home in one of two gentrifying 

neighborhoods under investigation (similar selection strategy to Butler, 1997; DeSena, 

2006; Karsten, 2003).    Participants had children under the age of 5 and some were in the 

initial stages of the school-selection process, a similar participant group as those utilized 

by DeSena (2006, 2009) and Karsten (2003).   Participants were assigned pseudonyms 

immediately after being interviewed.  Every reasonable effort to protect the identity of 

the subjects was made, including changing the names of participants and any further 

identifying information.   The Georgia State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
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approved my research December 17, 2009, and the IRB renewed approval December 16, 

2010.  

The resulting sample group did not yield males.  Participants were solicited and 

the responses were all female.  Three males initially agreed to participate.  One did not 

return follow-up phone calls or e-mails, one had children in the middle school so he did 

not meet the screening criteria, and one had his wife participate in the interview process.  

Though I tried to balance the voice by gender, it was ultimately unsuccessful, and 

mothers participated exclusively.   

 The proceeding table includes descriptive information regarding each participant, 

their neighborhood, how many years they have lived in the neighborhood, how many 

children they had upon moving to the neighborhood and how many children they had 

when they participated in the research interviews, their motives for moving into the 

neighborhood, and their school choice (See Table 2). 
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Azalea 11 0/2 
In-town, affordable, 

neighborhood, diversity, tight 

network 

GP Charter 

Delilah 15 0/2 
Relocated, diverse and 

progressive neighborhood, 

historic home with potential 

for renovation, 2
nd

 home 

purchased in neighborhood 

GP Charter 

Florence 2 1/2 
*Relocated, warmer climate, 

urban, park proximity 

GP Charter 

Iris 10.5 0/2 
Luck, commute, used a map 

to locate a good compromise, 

amenities of park, etc. 

GP Charter 

Rosie 16 0/2 
Return to hometown, liberal 

neighborhood, diverse in race 

and SES, neighborhood 

activism and renovation, 

commute, shuffled to 2
nd

 

home purchased in 

neighborhood**. 

GP Charter 

Ruby 6.5 0/1 
*Relocated with one week to 

find home, job, word of 

mouth, explored by 

themselves, close to park, 

distance to downtown 

GP Charter 

Ann 2 0/1 
Proximity to work, commute, 

friend’s rental 

GP Charter or 

move 

Ramona 3 0/2 
Cute, cheap, diverse 

neighborhood 

GP Charter or 

public 
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Linda 7 0/1 
House, area, proximity to 

park, sense of community 

GP Charter or 

public ($) 

Heidi 2 1/1 
Space, diversity in race and 

SES, affordability, sense of 

community, walking 

GP Charter/ 

Private 

Ava 10 0/2 
Affordable home GP Private 

Juliana 3 0/2 
Nostalgic recreation of own 

childhood neighborhood, old 

houses, parks, trees, etc., 

across from school, diversity 

GP Public 

Mary 5 0/1 
Original house for proximity 

to work, urban, affordability 

GP Undecided 

Elaine 7 0/1 
Right house, scoped out 

neighborhood for a long time 

GP Undecided 

($) 

Eliza 7 1/3 
Shorter commute, proximity 

to park, high school, cheaper 

property taxes 

K Charter/ 

private 

Mary Jane 5.5 0/2 
One particular street, in-town, 

affordability, commute 

K Home-

school or 

public 

Cecilia 8 0/2 
Real estate agent, 

neighborhood, house 

K Private 

Deb 3 0/1 
Commute from suburbs, 

affordability in-town 

K Private 

Giselle 2 2/2 
Lived in adjacent 

neighborhood, friends, eye on 

house for long time = house 

K Private 

Joselyn 4 2/2 
*Relocated, space, 

questionable area, great size, 

new house, NOT looking at 

school (had children) 

K Private & 

Public 

One in 

each  

Isabel 8 2/2 
Moved from one in-town to 

neighborhood due to 

affordability and more 

diversity, political and 

personal reasons 

K Private & 

Public 

(due to $) 

Roxanne 8 0/2 
In-town neighborhood, house 

itself, moved from one in-

town neighborhood in area to 

this one 

K Private or 

move 

Bernadette 12 0/2 
Very cheap home, potential 

investment 

K Private, 

switched 

to Public 

Lisa 7 0/3 
In-town neighborhood, 

participate/ create community 

K Public 
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Nanette 11 0/2 
In-town, commute, 

affordability, sense of 

community, shuffled to 2
nd

 

home purchased in 

neighborhood** 

K Public 

Patrice 5 0/2 
Relocated, affordable urban 

neighborhood, close to job 

K Public 

Rosalyn 1 2/2 
*Relocated, proximity to 

sister, school, family and 

friends 

K Public 

Jackie 4 0/2 
In-town, affordability K Public or 

charter 

Jolene 8 0/1 
Affordability mainly.  In-

town living, older homes, feel 

of community 

K Public or 

Homescho

ol (wants 

private, 

but $) 

Nora 4 0/1 
In-town, neighborhood, 

house, walking 

K Undecided 

  *Relocated = from out of state 

**Shuffled = moved from one home in neighborhood to another 

$ Finances limit choice per participant response 

 

I began the data analysis with Table 2 to introduce participants and a description 

of why they chose to move to their respective neighborhoods, summarizing the variation 

among participants (Table 2).  Certain variations in the data such as age, race, sexual 

orientation, etc. are not included in order to protect identities and avoid bias in the 

interpretation of the responses.  All proper names are pseudonyms and I changed other 

identifying information in order to preserve anonymity.  Likewise, lengthy descriptions 

of each participant were condensed into a table format that offered enough information to 

gain perspective without divulging identifying comments or characteristics.  Table 2 was 

then sorted, first by neighborhood and, second, by school choice.  Data analysis began 

only after all interviews were completed and transcribed.  The volunteer participants of 

the sample group were all, by chance, female between the ages of 30 and 45 with an 
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average of 1.72 children.  Their average length of residence was 6.75 years in their 

current home.   The racial diversity of the participants included 2 African Americans, 2 

Indo-Asians, and 26 Caucasians.   

 

 

Research Design 

In order to ensure a valid protocol, I tested all interview questions through five 

pilot interviews that were conducted in February 2010, in Boston, Massachusetts and 

New York, New York.  The pilot interviews helped finalize the formal interview inputs 

and to gain researcher confidence and comfort prior to formal interviews.  The interview 

questions were modified to elicit explicit responses from participants.  The scripted 

questions and prompts are included in the Appendix.  The interviews and digital 

recordings contained information focused on the relationship between the participant and 

the phenomenon. Participants met in a mutually agreeable location—either a public space 

or, primarily, the participants’ homes.  I met with participants in both neighborhood 

parks, and I attended playgroup at the default location of playgroup on rainy days, the 

local bounce house.   

Interviews were recorded with an iPod with 160 GB of memory, a digital 

microphone, a laptop, and a cassette tape back-up.  Over a period of six months, I 

transcribed and edited all interviews utilizing Dragon Naturally Speaking.  I subsequently 

generated the empirical data from those interviews and conducted the data analysis on a 

laptop computer that was fire-walled and password-protected.  A locking file cabinet was 

maintained to keep all interviews and transcriptions under confidentiality.  The research 

design procedures to establish coder reliability are depicted in detail in the data analysis 
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section.  Likewise, the interpretivist steps, highlighted with examples in the data analysis 

section, fully illustrate my role as an individual researcher in the phenomenographic 

process.   

 

 

  Data Analysis 

  Following the Booth’s (2008) data analysis protocol, I did not commence whole 

transcript review until all interviews were completed.   I selected quotations of interest 

from the text that formed a pool of meanings.   Said quotations were the words of the 

participants in the general context–without further interpretation.  In the next step, 

quotations in individual and collective contexts were grouped by similarities to generate a 

rough draft of the outcome space, also referred to as the categories of description.  Each 

time I began a new phase, I revisited the goal of phenomenographic analysis where “The 

aim is to find not the singular essence, but the variation and the architecture of that 

variation” (Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 117).   I thoroughly read and reviewed the literature 

on phenomenography six times during the data analysis phase to insure the integrity of 

the product and maintain focus on the variation in the data.  

My review of the transcripts commenced with the repetition of every word spoken 

while I transcribed them using Dragon Naturally Speaking software. The transcripts were 

then reviewed a plethora of times as whole transcripts and in part prior to creating the 

preliminary set of the category of descriptions.    I grouped interview excerpts by 

similarity from which the categories of description were subsequently constructed.  The 

process is strongly iterative and comparative.  The data were examined several times 

followed by a subsequent revision of the categories of description with each reading.  The 
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rationale for this process is that the focal awareness of the researcher is constantly alert to 

different stimuli each time, creating a layered awareness.   

The ability to see things differently with each reading provides an opportunity to 

see what maybe was not seen before, or to see that something previously observed was an 

illusion (Akerlind, 2005a; Booth, 2008; Marton & Booth, 1997).  Those parts or aspects, 

which are discerned and appear in people’s awareness provide a certain aspect or 

dimension of variation in the responses (Marton & Booth, 1997; Marton & Pong, 2005).   

What people are aware of in the experience is what they will talk about in the interview.  

The interview yields an overlap of focal awareness between the researcher and the 

participant.   Likewise, my focal awareness varied with each reading of the data, leading 

to the recalculation of approaches in the analysis and constant revision.   

Two types of data emerge in phenomenographic research.  Surface or first order 

information (interpersonal) describes various aspects of the world whereas the second 

order (deep response data/meta-awareness) describes people’s experience of various 

aspects of the world based on their awareness and reflections (Marton, 1981).  The 

categories of description emerge from the second order perspective and responses 

(Marton & Booth, 1997).  They are methodologically grounded in that they are distinct 

from each other; they are frequently hierarchical in structure; and they are the 

indispensable number of categories required to describe critical variation (Marton & 

Booth, 1997).   The categories of description represent the commonalities in the variation 

of responses. 

  From the initial set of category descriptions, data were analyzed in a two stage 

analysis (Marton & Pong, 2005).  The first stage was the referential stage based on the 
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meaning of school selection to participants.   The overall meaning arose out of the 

interview responses, which were read several times in search of commonalities.  The 

second stage of analysis captured the meaning of concepts by deducing participant 

responses (Marton & Pong, 2005).  The variation in responses represents “the different 

aspects of the phenomenon as experienced that are simultaneously present in focal 

awareness” (Martin & Booth, 1997, p. 101; Martin & Pong, 2005).  The primary 

objective of my research design was to encourage participants to reveal the ways they 

select schools and their ways of understanding or making sense of that experience.  The 

categories of description provided a starting point to which I would return multiple times 

in the data analysis.   

After developing the categories of description and the outcome space, I initiated 

Marton & Pong’s (2005) two stage analysis, where I combed through the data to tease out 

the dimensions of variation, often referred to as the referential and structural aspects.  

Referential aspects are the overall meaning discovered, and the structural aspects of each 

conception/category are derived in terms of the variations of the focus of the element.  

The referential aspects of the themes highlight the surface or the initial responses of what 

is being experienced and its overall meaning.  I looked for the referential aspects in the 

data that attached particular meaning of an individual object that was delimited and 

attended to by the participants (Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 98; Martin & Pong, 2005, p. 

336).  Referential aspects are a destination point in the analysis.   

In contrast, the structural aspects discern the whole from the context and the 

relationship of parts to the whole, which combine to form a conception of reality 

discerned and focused on by the participants (Marton, 1981; Marton & Pong, 2005).  
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Marton and Booth (1997) referred to this as the external horizon (background)–all that 

surrounds the phenomenon–the way it is discerned and related to context, or the 

“contours of the experience” (Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 87).  The internal horizon of the 

structural aspect is the parts and their relationship together with the individual object, 

while the external horizon is the background awareness on all that surrounds the 

individual object of meaning (Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 98).  The structural aspects 

involve deeper, reflective participant responses, differentiating between an external 

horizon (background) and an internal horizon (foreground) of different elements making 

up the experience and how those elements are organized in one’s awareness (Marton & 

Booth, 1997).  Thus, the internal horizon yields specifics based on one’s own situational 

constraints whereas the external horizon is the general situation common to parent-

gentrifiers in the process of school selection.   

Themes of awareness of the referential and structural aspects emerged in the direct 

and indirect object of learning, yielding four categories of description.  Four categories of 

description were collectively derived from individual interviews in the data analysis 

stage.  The development of the categories of description was strongly iterative.  

Categories were originated and revised multiple times with each review of the transcripts 

until they represented all variation in responses.  The categories of description were 

validated and checked until they reached a saturated level with stabilized outcomes, from 

which point the structure of the outcome space was constructed.   The final stage of 

analysis was a revision of the category of descriptions to reflect the outcome space.   

In summary, the strict stimulus of phenomenographic interviews should elicit 

variation in participant responses.   Burrowing down further in the data, one can 
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scrutinize the commonalities in the referential and structural aspects, including the 

external or internal horizons.  The results of the analysis combine to form the structure of 

the outcome space, which is reciprocally related to the categories of description.  Finally, 

any hierarchical relationship present in the categories of description represents stages of 

the participants’ lived experience of a phenomenon.   

 

Generalization Procedures 

Generalizations are concepts containing the same elements applied to other 

situations, thus assuming they also have the same characteristics as those situations.  This 

research is interested in the context— specifically the time and space—in which 

gentrifiers’ school selection and parent involvement occur.  Generalizations are assumed 

to be free of time and context (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Because the time, space , and 

context of this research is part of the lived experience, only collective generalizations, 

based on the commonalities in categories of description, will be made.   Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) assert “naturalistic generalization” to be the best way for people to 

understand information—the way they would experience it—“intuitive, empirical, based 

on personal direct and vicarious experience” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 120).  This 

empirical research is based on personal experiences in a small, context-laden situation 

and is, therefore, not necessarily replicable or generalizable because the limitations of 

qualitative research prevent generalization from one study to another.   
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Validity & Reliability 

Validity and reliability are components of a positivist approach.  Although 

phenomenography is interpretivist, my study incorporates notions of both.  Validity is 

broken down into communicative validity and pragmatic validity.  The communicative 

validity of my research is based on a 2004 AERA paper presentation (Roberts & Gowen, 

2004), and a 2011 paper presentation (Southeast Philosophy of Education Society 

(Roberts, 2011) where I introduced the topic to peers and members of the intended 

audience.  In addition, I received the 2011 Dan E. Sweat Doctoral Dissertation 

Fellowship for the topic’s potential contribution to the nexus of education and urban 

planning.  Since then, my research has been read by other members of the population 

sample and my dissertation committee.  The pragmatic validity of this research is based 

on the utility and meaningfulness of the research outcomes (Akerlind, 2005a; Marton & 

Booth, 1997) which have yet to be recognized. 

My research was conducted individually in partial fulfillment of a doctoral 

dissertation.  Therefore, the use of coder reliability checks, a process involving two 

independent codings, and dialogic reliability checks involving several researchers were 

not conducted.  Likewise, member checks were not utilized due to the nature of the pool 

of meanings as a collective set of interviews as it would be inappropriate for the 

individual participant to have access to all of the participants’ interviews (Akerlind, 

2005a).   One form of individually checking phenomenographic research is through the 

strict adherence to the data (Barnacle, 2005; Green, 2005).  The trustworthiness of the 

research lies in the focused interview design and a strict adherence to the data supported 
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by illustrative examples that exhibit analytical themes (Green, 2005).  The data analysis 

and examples are included in the results in Chapter 4.   

Obtaining reliability for this study is based on my full explanation of the steps and 

illustrative examples used in the interpretivist steps of data analysis.  Akerlind (2005a, 

2005b) states that a detailed explanation of the data analysis process satisfies the 

reliability in an individually conducted phenomenography.  I maintained a detailed data 

analysis log for such purpose as shown in Table 3.  The log includes notes on how I 

derived the interpretations, presuppositions, and checks and balances of my particular 

perspective on the research outcomes as the researcher reliability check per Akerlind 

(2005a, 2005b).  Replicability is feasible because the steps are thoroughly outlined in 

detail (Table 3). 
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Table 3 

Data Analysis Log 

04/2010-

08/2010 

Nightly transcription and review of interviews using Dragon to maintain 

context and flow of speech–begin data analysis 

08/2010-

09/2010 

Read whole transcripts nightly for 2 weeks, changed names of 

participants to shuffle memory and lose attachment, regain information 

just from the data. 

10/2010-

12/2010 

Reading transcripts, retype transcripts and notes, look at perspectives of 

available school options and how history or historical recall glorifies 

some.  

12/2010 Rewrote Chapter 3–Methodology chapter to reflect completion 

12//2010– 

1/2011 

Data analysis on-going, reread transcripts 2 more times as whole, in 

entirety.  Took notes.  Thematically separated notes to derive 8 

categories–trimmed down and reunited items to create 6 categories.  

Printed out responses, cut and pasted similar concepts.  Began 

experimentation with Leximancer for my own reliability concerns.  

1/2011–

2/2011 

Composed/created flow chart and all tables for Chapter 4–Results, to 

help lay out the writing component. 

2/7/2011 Began writing Chapter 4 Results 

2/19/2011 Presentation of Chapters 3 and 4 at conference /meet with committee to 

review results 

2/20/2011–

09/01/2011 

Continued analysis, writing, editing and revision 

 

In order to further prove reliability, I utilized Leximancer 3.5 to run the data responses 

from all participants.  Leximancer 3.5 is a software program that highlights themes and 

connections in the meaning/context of the written word (Penn-Edwards, 2010).  In this 

case, I utilized the entire collection of participant responses excluding the interview 

questions as the data input for Leximancer because it is a text analytics tool that can 

analyze the content of multiple textual documents, or interviews in this case, and to 
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display the extracted information visually.  Words that are repeated or utilized together in 

context are recognized as related in meaning or context.   

 My first example of Leximancer is a concept cloud map (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8. Leximancer 3.5 Concept Cloud. 

The information is displayed by means of a conceptual map that provides a 

graphic organizer of the material, representing the main concepts and their relationships 

to each other within the text.  In effect, Leximancer offers an objective second analysis of 

the reliability of my data analysis.  A concept map of themes follows.  The Leximancer 

concept cloud and the subsequent concept map, are heat‐mapped, in that hot colors such 

as red and orange denote the most relevant concepts, and cool colors such as blue and 
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green, denote the least relevant concepts. Likewise, the size of the concepts denotes their 

frequency.   

 

Figure 9. Leximancer 3.5 Concept Map. 

The Concept Map (Figure 9) contains the names of the main concepts that occur within 

the text.  These are the white and green words that appear on the map, representing a list 

of words generated and linked within Leximancer to represent the main concepts and 

relationships of concepts to each other.  The large circles represent themes.  Green 
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represents proper names such as people or locations, whereas White concept labels refer 

to other objects, locations, actions and so forth.  I had the ability to add or subtract the 

visibility of concepts and themes.  Figure 9 and Figure 10 are the same concept maps 

with a reduction of themes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10.  Leximancer 3.5 Concept Map with Reduced Themes. 

  As I increased the size of concept themes, the smaller concepts were enveloped 

under the larger themes, resulting in an ability to focus on the more salient themes 

emerging from the data.  The larger themes emerging from the data, therefore, represent 
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the spaces of school, friends, and the neighborhood.  One concern about using 

Leximancer was my novice level of manipulating the seed concepts [terms] to best use.  

For example, neighborhood was a main concept, but participant responses including the 

neighborhood were combined with responses that included the neighborhood charter 

school.  It is interesting to note that the theme of neighborhood was related to the concept 

of Kirkwood, while the Grant Park concept was related to the theme of friends.   Finally, 

it is understandable that the majority of concepts were related to preschool because 0-5 

was the critical age of participants’ children.     

 

 

Limitations 

A limitation of my research is that, as a doctoral dissertation, the data were 

analyzed by one individual.  Akerlind (2005a) does not find this limitation to be a barrier 

to quality research.   “A large number of individual phenomenographies exist as high-

quality, substantial contributions to research” (Akerlind, 2005a, p. 328).  Yet, I agree 

with Akerlind (2005a) that group collaboration may take my research to a synergistic 

level of understanding or an expanded outcome space.  My research is also limited in 

generalizability due to its qualitative nature and sample procedures.  Purposive sampling 

(Maxwell, 1996) may yield a homogeneous participant pool.  Snowball sampling is a 

category of purposive sampling which “can lead to over-representation of people with 

similar identity characteristics” (Johnston & Swanson, 2006). I incorporated a maximum 

variation of participants in the selection process to counter this effect.   
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Due to the nature and rationale of gentrifiers’ multiple school options, this 

research focuses on the experience of the school-selection process for gentrifying parents 

because it operates outside of the physical school space.   School-based inquiry is absent 

from this research and may provide a future area of exploration.  In addition, my research 

criteria specified that participants must have children ranging from newborn to 5 years of 

age.  Participants had children between 0 and 5, but several also had children older than 5 

for whom they had already made school choices, thus eliminating the mystique of the 

school selection experience.  For several other participants, pre-K programs in the 

schools start at 4 years of age, so parents had already made some form of choice.  Future 

research in this vein would do better to cap the oldest child at pre-K, even though many 

parents placed their children in the elementary school’s pre-K program.  Parents of 

children under three year of age would not necessarily have provided a perfect sample 

group, either, due to the time lag before actual enrollment in Kindergarten.  I declare the 

aforementioned ‘limitations’ for consideration, yet the contribution of these variations in 

context and situation contributed to rich sources of data.   

Finally, the use of self-report data can be unreliable source of data due to bias.  

However, phenomenography relies on self-report data and interviews as a window to the 

understanding of the lived experience.  As a second-order perspective, it does not try to 

explain the phenomenon ‘as it is’ (a first-order perspective).  Instead, all of the ways the 

experience is understood and expressed constitute the phenomenon. In addition, self-

report data bias may affect individual data analysis, but I research the variation of 

response at the collective level.    
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Summary 

Phenomenographic research allows the researcher to listen to the stories of lived 

experiences.  The scripted interview questions create a platform for the bracketing of any 

outside bias to the focused collection of data.  Prior to data collection, designing the 

interview questions and pilot testing proved to be the most significant preparations for 

my research because the scripted questions provided a constant to guide the research.  

The subsequent derivation of categories of description is a valuable, replicable tool for 

data analysis.  Phenomenography, based on the awareness of how one experiences and 

perceives a phenomenon, proved to be an original and appropriate approach to 

understanding the parent-gentrifiers’ lived experience of the school-selection process. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

As stated in Chapter 2, the research reported here examined in detail the lived 

experience of parent-gentrifiers in the school-selection process.  The chapter is arranged 

in terms of the three specific research questions posed in Chapter 1, and emulates the 

organizational flow of the data analysis.  First, the lived experiences and reflections of 

parent-gentrifiers in the school-selection process are reported.  I graphically organize the 

“what” of parent-gentrifiers’ school-selection process regarding school options, forms of 

communication, and preferred modes of communication and work tendencies.   I then 

follow with an analysis of the “how” of parent-gentrifiers’ school-selection process 

including their lived experiences and reflections in the social space and social networks 

surrounding the school-selection process.  The remainder of the chapter is organized by a 

presentation of the categories of description.  

I begin with a prose description of the categories first, although it was the final 

step in the data analysis, because it enriches the subsequent illustrations through flow, 

coherence, and meaning.   A break-down of each category follows with illustrative 

quotations to flesh out the meaning through context.  A separate section on diversity 

follows the categories of description because it has a place on the outcome space, but did 

not correspond to the hierarchical structure of the categories of description.  The 

combination of all data results creates an anatomy of parent-gentrifiers’ school-selection 
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process and a summative illustration of the structure of the outcome space that represents 

the variation in the data.   

The organization of this chapter flows in much the same way that data analysis 

occurred. I began with the surface responses and worked into the variation of deep 

responses, resulting in a cumulative structure of the categories of descriptions.  I 

commenced the analysis with the “what” (the direct object) and “how” (the indirect 

object) aspects of the school-selection process, synthesizing that information to form the 

anatomy and structure of the outcome space. 

 

 

The “What” Aspect of the School-selection process 

I first analyzed the direct object of school selection –“what” different ways 

participants select schools, in order to answer research question 1a - What options do 

parent-gentrifiers consider in the school-selection process?  The answer constitutes the 

“What” aspect of the school-selection process.  
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Table 4 

The Direct Object of Selecting Schools–What? 

Experience Structural Aspect Referential Aspect 

 External Horizon Internal Horizon  

  Public    

  School 

Choice Knowledge of 

options 

Location, instructional 

methods, teacher, zoned 

school reputation, interest, 

activation of agency 

  Charter   

  School 

Choice Knowledge of 

options 

Lottery for charter, waiting 

lists, hope, activation of 

agency 

  Private           

  School 

Choice Knowledge of 

options 

Lack of satisfaction with 

zoned public school system 

or lottery for charters, 

financial ability, activation 

of agency 

  Home  

  School  

Choice Knowledge of 

options 

Not interested in public 

schools, can’t afford private 

schools or 

daycare/preschool programs, 

activation of agency 

  Not Yet Choice Knowledge of 

options 

Children not yet school age;  

parents not ready to begin 

thinking about selection 

process; speculation phase 

of school selection, no or 

low activation of agency 

 



 128 

 

 

Again, the internal horizon of the structural aspect is the foreground awareness–

the parts and their relationship together with the individual object, while the external 

horizon is the background awareness on all that surrounds the individual object of 

meaning (Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 98).  The referential aspects in the data are the 

attached particular meaning of an individual object that was delimited and attended to by 

the participants, or the specific referential points in the responses.   The structural and 

referential aspects of the meaning of school selection are presented (Table 4), constituting 

the categories of description for “what” are the school options for parent-gentrifiers.  

They are ordered by prevalence, but their order signifies financial ability as well, with the 

exception of Undecided.  From the direct object of the school-selection process, five 

categories emerged of “what” choices are understood and experienced within the group 

of participants.  The school options parent-gentrifiers considered were interspersed 

throughout the interview scripts.   

In lieu of including illustrative quotations for this category, I refer to the previous 

table (Table 2) and the passages in the subsequent Categories of Description where the 

variation in responses are repeated.  Five options were mentioned, representing all 

variation in the responses.  The five options further represent all options considered in the 

lived experience of parent gentrifiers.  Participants experiencing PUBLIC SCHOOL 

considered the distance and location of the school, the instructional method (with 

expressed opposition to direct instruction), teacher quality, and school 

reputation/offerings and their ability to be an agent in their child’s education.    
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Participants in CHARTER SCHOOL were not oriented toward PUBLIC 

SCHOOL and hoped for a spot in a charter school as an alternative, citing objections to 

the aforementioned referential aspects of Public School or a limited internal horizon of 

the knowledge of options.  PRIVATE SCHOOL was experienced as an ability to 

financially counter the dissatisfaction with Public School and a lack of confidence in their 

ability to gain a spot in a charter school.  Parents sought options based on finances and 

location within the radius of home and work.  HOMESCHOOL/UNSCHOOL was the 

least considered option.   Participants expressed a detachment from public and charter 

schools, coupled with an inability to afford private schools or daycare.   

HOMESCHOOL/UNSCHOOL was considered by families with flexible work 

schedules or stay-at-home parents that translated into higher economic or cultural capital 

where the trade-off of a strong financial base is time at home (Griffith & Smith, 2005; 

Reay, 1998).  UNDECIDED corresponds to the initial phases of school selection. This 

category of description is highlighted by a lack of knowledge or consideration of the 

school options available.   A second direct object of my research involved focusing on 

research question 2a - What forms of communication do parent-gentrifiers utilize to 

exchange information regarding school options in their school-selection process? (Table 

5). 
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Table 5 

Forms of Communication 

Experience Structural Aspect Referential Aspect 

 External Horizon Internal 

Horizon 

 

1.  Face to 

Face 

Preference  School(s) and 

choice 

information 

Conversations at park, 

playground, supper club 

(21/30) 

2.  Telephone Preference School(s) and 

choice 

information 

Telephone - interpersonal 

(10/30) 

3.  E-mail Preference School(s) and 

choice 

information 

Email  - Group or individual 

communication 

(22/30) 

4.  Social 

Networking 

Sites (SNS)  

Preference School(s) and 

choice 

information 

Facebook, Twitter, Yahoo 

Group communication - soccer 

or get-togethers (17/30) 

5. Texts Preference School(s) and 

choice 

information 

Texts -  Scheduling get-

togethers with friends 

(2/30)   

 

Again, the lived experience represents key dimensions of variation.  The 

referential aspects are the individual surface responses.  The structural aspects are the 

deep responses representing reflection and focal awareness.  Within the structural aspect 

is the external horizon (background) of the experience that is common to all participants.  

The internal horizon (foreground) represents the participants’ situational constraints.  The 

variations in how participants utilized forms of communication to create, coordinate and 

connect to their social space where school selection information is exchanged is an 
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original approach to parent-gentrifier research.   The data demonstrated that while 

cellular phones and email were frequently used for coordinating social interactions and 

playdates, actual conversations regarding schools were reserved for face-to-face 

interactions.  Most participants gave surface level responses, but a few were reflective in 

their reasons for the forms of communication they preferred such as Heidi, who mentions 

lack of physical freedom as a reason for technological modes of communication; Eliza, 

who likes to multi-task; and Delilah, who prefers being in contact with close friends “in 

more present ways” than Facebook.   The structural aspect of the communication 

experience is based on an external horizon of preference and the internal horizon of the 

topic of conversation being about schools or school choices.  The referential aspect 

provides the variations surrounding the experiences.  I include the number of parents who 

cited each form in the referential aspect (Table 5).   

As a secondary analysis, I explored the relationship between preferred modes of 

communication and work tendencies (Table 6) for patterns that might demonstrate time-

compression in parent-gentrifiers’ social networks.   



 132 

 

 

Table 6 

Preferred Modes of Communication and Work Tendencies 

Name Years 

in Area 

Number 

of 

Children 

Formal 

Work 

Status 

Preferred forms of 

communication 

Neighbor

-hood 

Ruby 6.5 1 

 

Full Time 

flexible 

All modes, mostly 

interpersonal at 

preschool space, parent 

network (email), FB, 

email for scheduling 

GP 

Ava 10 2 Full time Email, FB, play dates, 

parent network (email) 

GP 

Iris 10.5 2 Full time, 

flexible 

Email, no FB, 

interpersonal, 

playground, playgroup, 

formal meetings with 

other parents re: schools 

GP 

Rosie 16 2 Part time 

plus 

FB (a lot), email, 

interpersonal 

playground/gatherings 

GP 

Heidi 2 1 Full time FB, online communities, 

email, phone 

GP 

Delilah 15 2 NO Interpersonal (dinners) 

and email, FB rare 

GP 

Juliana 3 2 Full time Interpersonal, email, no 

FB 

GP 

Linda 7 1 Full Time 

Plus 

Interpersonal, info 

through email 

GP 

Mary 5 1 NO Mostly FB, new to 

playgroups 

GP 

Elaine 7 1 Full time, 

flexible 

Freelance 

No email or FB, mostly 

phone or interpersonal 

GP 

Azalea 11 2 Full time  Parent network (email), 

email, interpersonal–

phone least used 

GP 

Ramona 3 2 NO Playgroup  coordinator 

(email), interpersonal 

GP 
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Florence 2 2 Fulltime, 

flexible 

Freelance 

Playgroup, 

interpersonal, limited FB 

for scheduling 

GP 

Ann 2 1 NO Text, email, FB–no 

phone 

GP 

Bernadette 12 2 Full time FB, email, playground K 

Cecilia 8 2 Full time 

plus 

FB, texts, phone, drop-

ins (interpersonal) 

K 

Mary Jane 5.5 2 NO FB, Twitter, Yahoo 

Groups, 

playground/playgroup 

K 

Jackie 4 2 NO Interpersonal, email, 

playgroup 

K 

Rosalyn 1 2 NO Interpersonal, supper 

clubs, FB 

K 

Deb 3 1 NO Limited interpersonal; 

playgroup 

K 

Roxanne 8 2 NO Mostly interpersonal via 

playgroups, 

email/phone.   

K 

Eliza 7 3 NO Mostly phone K 

Joselyn 4 2 Full time 

plus 

No interpersonal in 

school or neighborhood, 

lots of FB, email, family 

dinners 

K 

Lisa 7 3 NO Online communities, 

FB, email, interpersonal 

K 

Giselle 2 2 NO Phone, email, FB (not a 

lot), interpersonal @ 

parks,  

K 

Nanette 11 2 Full time 

flexible 

Phone, interpersonal, 

email, no FB 

K 

Jolene 8 1 Full-time, 

flexible 

Freelance 

Playdates, phone, FB not 

so much 

K 

Patrice 5 2 NO Playgroup, does email 

thread for playgroup 

K 

Isabel 8 2 Full time Variety, interpersonal K 

Nora 4 1 NO Very spread out, mostly 

interpersonal contact 

K 
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I include information regarding the participants’ work schedules and 

neighborhood longevity (Table 6) in order to examine the potential use of technology to 

remain attached to a place in spite of work schedules.  Participants who have lived in the 

neighborhood longer may experience multiple forms of communication (such as texting) 

that may signal frequent or close interactions.  After sorting by neighborhood and 

preferred forms of communication, Grant Park does utilize more technologically-

advanced forms of communication across the variation in responses, but residential 

longevity and work status do not correspond to the preferred forms of communication.   

With regard to my fifth assumption that parental social networks evolve in 

complexity in parallel to the gentrification level of a neighborhood, Grant Park had more 

social networking infrastructure via the Grant Park Parent Network and the coordination 

of e-mails via that site.  Grant Park participants also had a 64% full-time employment rate 

whereas 38% of Kirkwood participants were employed full-time.   Kirkwood had two 

uncoordinated e-mail lists - the Kirkwood Babies Yahoo! group and the regular 

playgroup e-mail, but Kirkwood did not have a website for parents to socially network.  

The communication infrastructure, therefore, did demonstrate more complexity in Grant 

Park than Kirkwood.  The source of the complexity is uncertain in my study because it 

may be attributed to either employment status or technological infrastructure.     

In conclusion, data revealed the direct objects of the school-selection process 

regarding the school options available and forms of communication used to discuss those 

options.  I now turn to the second component of the school-selection process–the act and 

approach or, “how” schools are selected.  Based on interview responses, this phase of 

analysis answers research questions: How do parent-gentrifiers perform in the school-
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selection process? and, How do social spaces and social networks where parent-

gentrifiers exchange information regarding school options influence their school-

selection process?  

 

The “How” Aspect of the School-selection process 

The “How” aspect of school selection (indirect object of experience) relates to the 

parent’s approach.  Essentially, this aspect qualifies how she understands and experiences 

the school-selection process.  It occurs through the act of learning about and the indirect 

object of goals and motives in the school-selection process.  Participants were asked to 

explain what choices they considered and how they learned about their options.  They 

described their approach to school selection information and actions they performed that 

demonstrate an increasing role of agency in the skills and activities utilized to select 

schools for their children (Table 7). 
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Table 7 

The Indirect Object of School Selection–How? 

 

Experience Structural Aspect Referential Aspect 

 External Horizon Internal Horizon 

 

 

Agency School-selection 

process 

Forging a path to/of 

information 

Initiative, individual, group, 

seeking a mentor, upward 

mentoring, priestess level of 

dissemination/agency and 

influence 

how one can add value 

through involvement 

Social network School-selection 

process 

Levels and forms of 

communication 

Core group, faders 

communicate via face to 

face (interpersonal) online 

groups, e-mail, telephone 

and Facebook which is 

reserved for intimate 

communications 

Social space  School-selection 

process 

Spaces/places to 

obtain /spread 

information 

Park, (including 

construction), schools, 

meetings, playgroup in 

homes, playgroup in public 

spaces, online groups / 

forums, internet websites, 

community functions 

Social responsibility School-selection 

process 

Weighing self versus  

great social good 

Majority/minority status and 

comfort level, cultural logic 

and previous school 

experience, motives for 

choosing neighborhood 

Education Agenda School-selection 

process 

Type of education Child fit, family fit, testing 

scandal, instructional 

methods and curriculum, 

school day (no 

individualism - bathroom 

breaks), teacher interactions  
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 A second set of descriptors emerged in the data that relate to the skill set 

participants possessed in the school-selection process.  Social capital/connections, 

leadership and initiative, and cultural capital/logic were evidenced as common skill sets 

that varied in degree in participants’ responses.  Social capital and connections refers to 

the connections participants had and their possession of the strategies necessary to 

cultivate more connections for what knowledge they lacked about schools.  Schneider, 

Teske, and Marschall (2002) refer to this as parents’ strategic ability to transcend the 

constraints of their social context by increasing the quality, but not necessarily the 

quantity, of their peer group.  In essence, the social connections they have or forge allow 

them to take shortcuts in building the knowledge base necessary to make an informed 

school choice (Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2002).   

Social capital, in the form of collaboration, was a skill set that emerged from 

certain participants to rally others in a community cause.  A commonality in the variation 

of responses was that participants were most influenced by peers who demonstrated the 

other two skillsets  of leadership/initiative and cultural capital/cultural logic.  For 

example, Patrice is revered by many participants because of what she knows , her former 

employment in education, and  her initiative to assume the role of playgroup leader and 

mentor, and her social connections developed from her activated agency.   

Leadership and initiative were also present as a skill set among participants.  I 

merge leadership and initiative together, because high levels of initiative transformed into 

leadership.  Initiative is present in a continuum from the self-interest of individuals to the 

collaboration of community leaders.  It is not to be confused with the approach of 
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activating agency.  They are treated separately, and when intertwined, they assume a 

powerful role in propelling the agenda of participant responses.   

A third commonality in the variation of responses was a reference to one’s own 

knowledge base and previous personal experience with regard to the expectations they 

carried into the school-selection process.  I refer to this skill as cultural capital and 

cultural logic.  Cultural logic is the dominant norm followed by people of similar cultures 

or as Bourdieu states “people like us” (1990, p. 77).  Therefore, the knowledge base and, 

often, educational credentials, of participants formed their cultural capital.  The cultural 

logic of the middle class includes their previous experiences and the expectations they 

have for the educational trajectory of their own child.   

After reviewing the transcripts using an iterative process, and combining the 

“what” and “how” of the school-selection process, categories of description thematically 

emerged from the data.  In the following section, I provide substantive data to illustrate 

the categories of description and present the hierarchical relationship of the approaches of 

the lived experience of parent-gentrifiers’ school-selection process.  Social responsibility 

is included as a subsection because it appeared without a hierarchical relationship.   

 

 

 

Categories of Description of Parent-Gentrifiers’ School-Selection Process 

The illustrative quotations in the categories of description are the substantive 

portion of my research because they provide depth and context to parent-gentrifiers’ lived 

experience of selecting schools.  As one progresses through the categories, the role of 

agency in school choice becomes more integrated into the daily life of participants until 
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the school-selection process is a decision attached to the daily social experience.  As a 

whole, the variation in context, temporal and social patterns of organization, and the 

increased attachment of schools and school choice to other parts of life point to a 

potential continuum of experience in the school-selection process.  Categories are 

arranged in a hierarchical order based on the combination of agency, social networking, 

social space and educational agenda.  For example, participant responses expressing a 

low level of agency and social networking would be LONERS.  A summative 

explanation of the categories precedes the detailed data analysis of participant responses.   
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Table 8 

Categories of Description 

LONER 

School choice in gentrifying neighborhoods is experienced as an uncalculated reaction 

to school selection, but gains such in the reflection and awareness of the interview 

process.  The referential meaning assigned to the experience is that it is unplanned–

without calculation.  The structural elements include a lack of comparisons between 

schools and school options, feeding into the zoned school, a lack of networking or 

seeking information regarding school options, highlighted by a lack of social network 

formation and information exchange to guide that experience. 

FOLLOWER 

School choice in gentrifying neighborhoods is experienced as a reaction to social 

networks operating at a collective level of information exchange and decision-making.  

The referential meaning assigned to the experience is who is sending their children to 

what school and the way information is evaluated and prioritized.  The structure of the 

experience consists of several elements: the quantity and quality of parents’ social 

networks, who goes to what school, and the quantity and quality of information 

exchanged regarding school options.  Seeking information, mentors are often sought 

and selected and choices followed. 

SEARCHER 

School choice in gentrifying neighborhoods is experienced as a strategic endeavor on 

an individual level based on each child’s needs and current circumstances. The 

referential meaning assigned to the experience is generalized as what is the best family 

fit and subcategorized into (1) what is best for each child and (2) what is best for 

parents, yielding structural aspects that range in a non-binary continuum.  Social 

networks are used to gain a referential perspective.   

COLLABORATOR 

School choice in gentrifying neighborhoods is experienced as a proactive endeavor 

engaged in by citizens who may or may not be parents when they begin their (parental) 

involvement in the school.  It may be marked as an effort to increase value of schools 

for future offspring or as part of their investment to increase the value of market-rate 

real estate.  The referential meaning assigned to the experience is how one can add 

value through involvement–creating an opportunity for the activation of agency for 

improvement in the school.  The structural elements forming the experience include 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivations (i.e. social justice, social activists trying to do “the 

right thing”.)  Leadership is present in the form of initiative, mentoring and 

collaboration where the strategic use of social networks accomplishes the agenda.    
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LONER 

LONER represents the least strategic form of agency and urgency.  Parents may 

be in the early phases of parenthood where their children are young, and school seems 

like a distant issue.  On the other hand, some parents did most of their school selection in 

a socially-insulated environment.  They were not discussing school.  School choice in 

gentrifying neighborhoods is experienced as an uncalculated reaction, but gains such in 

the reflection and awareness portion of the interview process.  The referential meaning 

assigned to the experience is that it is unplanned–without calculation.  The structural 

elements include a lack of comparisons between schools and school options, feeding into 

the zoned school, a lack of networking or seeking information regarding school options, 

highlighted by a lack of social network formation and information exchange to guide that 

experience.  Participants’ responses illustrate the variations of this category. 

 

Lisa, an educated professional, did not know where to start the process. 

   

Lisa: I’m just not really sure where to start other than just calling the 

schools, which is basically on my list this week.  …As far as getting 

information, I feel like I think I have two other options, which are Eastlake 

elementary and Toomer Elementary.  And I think they’re a little harder to 

get in, just to talk to somebody.  Anyway that’s what I guess I’ll find out 

this week.  I can’t say that for sure, but I guess that’s just what I’ve gotten 

so far from. 

 

Nora was unfamiliar with her choices because her child was 5 months old.  She was not 

actively looking. 
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Nora: Uhm…Well, I haven’t done a lot of research on the public schools, 

yet, because I’ve heard that the principals have changed at Toomer 

Elementary and that’s where we are.  While she’s so young that I - we will 

see what happens.  I’ve heard opinions of other mothers and I looked up 

private schools in the area and just tried to get a feel for what’s around.  

And what’s available.  Uhm, as far as challenges, I wouldn’t say that there 

have been any so far.  But, since I am not actively looking for something... 

I am not with any intent to do anything right now.  It’s been more with an 

eye to the future, a casual perusal of the web and talking to other mothers 

that have been in different places.   

 

Mary expressed her lack of childcare and educational knowledge as a disadvantage to her 

one-year-old child.  She also mentioned the need for a mentor for the general aspects of 

child-rearing. 

 

Mary: At his age, up until really recently I haven’t been all that concerned 

about the education program and all that.  It is the attention and all that 

and how sweet they were to the kids.  Now I am kind of at a loss because I 

don’t even know how to approach looking at an education program.  I 

don’t even know what I am supposed to be doing with him, frankly.  So I 

am basically, I start with close to the neighborhood, close to home and 

then look at what each one offers and all of that.  I don’t have anyone 

telling me or mentoring me.  He is being raised by a wolf, my friend. 

 

Linda is connected via the neighborhood network, but her actual participation is limited 

because of her work schedule.  She is a business owner and a single parent, and finds 

there is never enough childcare available.  Financially, she is willing to make sacrifices 

for the best education she can provide for her four year old son. 

 

Linda: There is a good Grant Park network, Association or whatnot, I 

know of them because I signed up with them and I get regular e-mails.  

And I get e-mails pretty much every day on topics about raising your kids 

where to go, what not to do, what thing has been recalled.  So, there are 

groups by age available to you and they have playgroups.  But we meet 

during the workday and I just can‘t.   I would love to go join them for 

playgroups, but there’s no way that I can do it.  I’ve never really attended 
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one.  There’s definitely a good support system out there.  It’s just that, I, if 

you’re working parent, there’s just no chance.  … [Are you talking about 

preschool or any schools?]  Not yet.  I’m trying to avoid it [laughter].  

[What is the public school here?]  I don’t even know.  I’m not sure what 

it’s called.  I’m trying to think that I don’t have to take him elementary 

school just yet, but still, you know, I don’t know.  I just know that I would 

not be able to afford a private school and just hoping he gets into one of 

the free good schools, because it is something that.. I’d rather spend more 

on his education and eat Ramen noodles, knowing he gets a good 

education.   

 

Cecilia is another parent whose participation in the neighborhood social network is 

restricted due to her employment.  She does state that the mothers are active in the 

playgroups.  There is a flexibility and informality that resonates through the 

neighborhood, so Cecilia does feel comfortable, but she wishes that she did not have to 

make a school choice at all.  Cecilia pointed out that it was very simple for her to find out 

her school options. 

 

Cecilia: That I know that there is a really active playgroup that I don’t 

participate in because I work.  So, I find that a lot of people who I meet up 

with at the Park.  They know each other already, through those 

playgroups.  And if you don’t... everybody still pretty friendly, but there is 

definitely like a larger community of families that… or moms I should 

say.  I’m sure dads could be included, but I haven’t heard a lot of that... 

who really know each other because they get together through these larger 

playgroups.  I’m not part of that, because I work, but again to the handful 

of good friends that I have, my friends off and on have participated in the 

larger playgroups ….Oh I don’t want to.. [laughter], to me oh just really, 

my children are obviously, their education is obviously so important to 

me, but it’s just hard to find the time that I need to really put into those 

decisions.  So it’s just hard.  I wish I lived in an area that had really good 

public school system, because I wouldn’t have to worry about it.  So I am 

kind of frankly dreading the whole process.  But obviously it is what I 

need to do so, I just am trying to find some time over the holidays to focus 

in on the applications and the interview process and everything else I need 

to get done to get the kids in school.   

 

For Elaine, the insular decision-making process produces vague options.  
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Elaine: It has mainly just been online searching for school options -

mainly online and a few people mention a school here or school there.  I 

think, Imagine Wesley, I overheard someone say something about it so I 

looked it up. … I usually just looked it up for myself.  …She does not go 

to school.  So, we are starting,..  We want to get her in something just two 

days a week in the fall.  So we are looking and that is about it.  The 

problem we are running into is priced-based.  The one that we would like 

to send her to is a little bit more expensive than the next one that’s on our 

list, but the next one that’s on our list is inside of a church.  And we are 

not religious so we are having this tug of emotion like....  Do we really 

want to send her to a religious-based or... I think it’s just in a church.  ... I 

mean, she is our first kid and we really don’t know what we’re doing.  So 

we’ve just kind of been doing it for the two years.  I just assumed it was in 

the church then there was some kind of religious instruction being taught. 

 

Heidi is an education academic, yet her inability to make a decision yields 

detachment from the decision and the significance of school selection altogether.   

 

Heidi: I was just talking about this with my husband, because we went out 

to dinner last night.  We ran into our pediatrician and his wife, who are 

selling their house because the public school didn’t work out, and so now 

they are sending their kids to private school and … they were trying to 

convince us to send our kid to private school.  Next year my son will start 

pre-school.  There are basically three options, and I go back-and-forth 

between the three because everyone speaks passionately about one of the 

three.  And I can sort of be drawn into any one of the three options.  I can 

see them as interesting depending on my mood.  The challenge is that the 

one that I really like is not geared towards working moms.  It is a co-op, 

which means that I have to be involved in working in it.  There is a lot of 

work for me and that is very stressful and it is very little time.  And so it is 

really not useful for me.  The Montessori–I am worried it is too rigid.  

There is another one that has a religious focus and I am not religious, so I 

worry about that.   I am not sure yet, that (pause)… I am not sure yet.  I 

want to say that some degree it doesn’t matter that much.  That probably 

he is going to be fine no matter where he is.  …  But the reality is he is 

probably going to be fine no matter where I send him and it doesn’t really 

matter that much.  As long as they don’t beat the children, it is really 

probably not that big of a deal.  And I think people make it out to be much 

bigger deal than it is.  I think people take it a little too seriously and I think 

that it is important not to get too drawn into it.  Just send your kids 
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somewhere and if they are unhappy, you take them out and put them 

somewhere else.   

 

Jackie works full time and finds that she is not aware of, nor prepared for, the school-

selection process.  Although she has not had time to attend meetings, research or network 

with other parents, she mentions an interest in the opinions and choices of others who 

have opted for the charter school. 

 

Jackie: You know, again, it’s just talking to the other parents is what I’ve 

done so far.  I feel like I am behind the wheel - like the other parents know 

a lot more about what the options are and are a lot more involved like in 

the Toomer Elementary PTA and things like that.  I know that the 

information is easily out there, I just have to access it and educate myself.  

I just haven’t taken the time to do that yet.  So really the challenge is me 

carving out the time to search and form my own opinions.  I think that 

what I need to do is go to some of the Toomer Elementary PTA meetings, 

do some research on the Internet and continue to talk to other parents as 

well until you learn what exactly are the charter schools in the area and 

why other people would opt for the charter schools.   

 

Deb utilizes the internet to research schools, but she is unable to find information 

regarding a particular school.  In reality, that school does not correspond to the zoned 

schools that are options for Deb.  The school she is seeking is only available to Decatur 

residents, thereby indicating that Deb is not knowledgeable of what options are truly 

available.  Her main source of information appears to be the internet.   

 

Deb: One of the challenging things I have noticed is that in the 

surrounding areas, at least, I know I have been trying to get information on 

Oakhurst elementary, which is in Dekalb County.  And I haven’t been able 

to find any information.  I usually use great schools.net.  I can’t remember 

which one it is to find out a lot of the information because you can go on 

there and find out the test scores and the demographics and how many 

kids are on free and reduced lunch and that kind of stuff.  And for some 
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reason that school and maybe it’s because it’s a city of Decatur school -- 

that all have the information.  So that is pretty frustrating to me because all 

of the Dekalb County schools, you can go on and find out about those 

things.  And also, you know, that website has been really helpful too.   

 

Joselyn’s focus and experience as an African American gentrifier in the neighborhood are 

more significant than the school-selection process at this point in her life.  Her inability to 

find a niche has created a vacuum for her where there might be a neighborhood social 

network.  The result is that her sole source of information has been as an insider in the 

school system and her current status as a private and public school parent.   She does not 

have a social connection to the neighborhood.   

 

Joselyn:…But that we are also kind of stuck.  We are just kind of stuck in 

the middle because the Black families don’t look at us and feel like they 

know us because they don’t.  And then the White families aren’t like, 

“Hey, can your daughter come over for a play date?”  You know what I 

mean.  So we are just kind of stuck in the middle and so I don’t know.  

….But right now it just feels like we are in a really strange place being 

middle-class and being people who aren’t native Black people to 

Kirkwood, because we don’t fit with the Black people and we don’t 

necessarily fit with the White people.  We are just here.  So that would be, 

I think, the most important thing.  That kind of creates some type of….  I 

don’t know it’s not dissonance.  I don’t know what it is.  It is just some 

weird space. 

 

Joselyn attributes her lack of social connections to her race.  She does not make 

attachments which she says leaves her in “some weird space”.  The inability to make 

attachments inhibits her place-making in the neighborhood and, subsequently, the 

neighborhood school, creating a variation in the lived experience of school selection. 
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The school-selection process for LONER responses demonstrates an isolated decision-

making process with little or no social resources with which participants can inform their 

decision. 

 

 

FOLLOWER 

FOLLOWER responses are distinguished by an increased role of parental agency 

and an escalated reliance on social networks for information regarding schools.   The 

importance of social networks is highlighted by these participants.  School choice in 

gentrifying neighborhoods is experienced as a reaction to social networks operating at a 

collective level of information exchange and decision-making.  The referential meaning 

assigned to the experience is who is sending their children to what school and the way 

information is evaluated and prioritized.  The structure of the experience consists of 

several elements: the quantity and quality of parents’ social networks, who goes to what 

school, and the quantity and quality of information exchanged regarding school options.  

Seeking information, mentors are often sought and selected by in the responses.  

FOLLOWER is large, so I created subdivisions of the variation of responses based on the 

role of mentors and those who go against the tide of influence.  

An illustration of the variation of FOLLOWER begins with Rosie, a long-time 

resident involved in the first wave of gentrification.  Rosie provides a reflective historical 

background on the formation and separation of social groups in the neighborhood from 

the original playgroups.  As time went by, families formed smaller factions.   

Rosie: My experience in this neighborhood has been that the preschools, 

and there are several now, as well as the public schools, the public 
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elementary schools, actually serve also as social integrators and social 

networks for the neighborhood.  … When you have a little baby and 

you’re really not trying to get too far away from home, if you don’t have 

to, to be able to meet with other folks.  But it also was one of those things 

that as time went on, it also absolutely showcased very different parenting 

styles.  So within a group of 20 families, there were maybe 18 moms and 

two dads.  You know, after maybe two 2 1/2 years of meeting, those 

playgroups had sort of become three different playgroups, where people 

could congregate to then socialize and hang out, and doing so, playgroups 

with folks that they were most comfortable with.  But I am not convinced 

that that’s such a bad thing.  Even though the playgroup ended up breaking 

into what I guess you could call cliques.  And I think that in the long run 

it’s not such a bad thing.  The cliques were not about my kid’s better than 

your kid.  Eighteen kids was a large playgroup in the neighborhood where 

most people have three bedroom homes.   

 

Florence commences the interview with inclinations toward a SEARCHER custom 

fit/family fit argument based on finances.  She feels confident in following the same 

decisions as her peer group.  Florence then changes course toward the school choice of 

her social network, trusting their decisions for her children and demonstrating a reliance 

on peer opinions and acts to guide her school-selection process, resulting a FOLLOWER 

categorization. 

 

Florence: ...I have talked to people, but I want to go over and do a visit at Drew 

Charter School.  But you actually get five days of free preschool over there, and a 

four-year-old kindergarten since it’s a charter school and so we’re thinking about 

maybe moving her over there so that we don’t have any overlap (two children in 

daycare for financial reasons).  And I have a couple of friends who are doing that, 

and I trust their judgment.  In the end, it would all come down to me going there 

and checking it out, but they’re just a couple of friends that are very trustworthy 

individuals that have their child’s interests… You know, they just have really 

high standards, and I trust them.   

 

Ruby makes her decisions based on her own research, but she absorbs all the information 

around her as she chooses a school for her child. 
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Ruby: Through people, I’d say that through our own research just kind of looking 

into the neighborhood options.  You know, those kinds of... online are through 

other parents and I think from being at preschool, there’s sort of...  You hear so 

much more through other people.  I think if he wasn’t in it, preschool, it would’ve 

been a little harder.  Also, we live a block from the Neighborhood Charter School.  

So for us, you know, we see those kids and we know a lot of the families who go 

there and many of the kids from his preschool go there so it’s that kind of a 

transition was easy for us.   

 

Roxanne looks at the K-12 span of education to see what long-term school options are 

available as she contemplates a residential move in order to educate her children. 

 

Roxanne: I think what’s frustrating is that I realize just how screwed up 

our system is that you are real estate locked you are real estate districted 

with the school.  I’m a huge proponent of our public school system and 

my husband and I don’t want to do private school at all.  But we are like, 

why is it real estate locked? and you just see it— like all of our different 

friends that live in different neighborhoods.  It’s like okay, if you live in 

Pine Hills, in a really expensive neighborhood and you pay high property 

taxes and pay a lot for your house then you have a good school.  And 

everybody else can just, I don’t know, swim with the sharks or just figure 

it out.  So I think that there isn’t a process of selection, unless you’re 

willing to go private.  ...  I guess the only other issue is, because I talked to 

someone else doing research one time is that the selection process is what 

you do when you see your elementary school gets stronger, I am trying to 

think long-term too, not only where we can go for elementary, but the 

middle and high school and not having to bounce around or make it 

through a good elementary school and then go.  Now I’ve got a find a new 

middle school or something like that to.  I don’t know if a lot of parents 

think that way, but I’m trying to think K through eighth grade to see how 

much stability is there—where we could be where we’d be satisfied.  I’d 

like to have a program all the way through.  That’s a big concern, but I 

have, because I think after so many years of hearing parents complain 

about middle school... middle school is always tough.   

 

 

The Role of Mentors 
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Along the lines of social network and social influence, some participants have candidly 

referred to their use and need for mentors.   Mentors provided information ranging from 

basic childcare through the toddler year to preschools and schools.   The prior 

experiences of mentors put them a childhood stage ahead of the FOLLOWERS and they 

were able to pass on their experiences and information.  Informal mentor relationships 

play an important role in the FOLLOWER category as a peer source of information.  

Isabel uses the predecessors in her social network as mentors.  She includes her own 

perspective, emphasizing the composition of the human environment of teachers and 

other parents who surround the child as what makes the educational experience 

memorable.     

 

Isabel: The successes [in finding out information] are always the other 

families who have done it before you.  There’s no doubt in my mind that’s 

where the best information comes from and there are a wide variety of 

experiences from really good to really bad and I think that’s where I get 

most of my information from.  I think that….  And, again, it’s not like I 

always share the perspectives of other people because I think I come from 

a little bit of a different place as an academic who kind of looks at these 

social issues from a different perspective. But I definitely think that, in my 

opinion, at this point, it’s other families and teachers that make the 

experience …the actual teacher at the school or who your kid has.   

 

Eliza also found parents of older birth cohorts to be the most helpful. 

Eliza: The most successful was talking to people who’ve been in the 

system, if you will, a while. 

 

Nora finds the information exchanged in her social network to be useful. 

 

Nora: It is very useful because mothers certainly like to talk about 

schools, and they go into a lot of detail and a lot of depth when they are 

researching, so other mothers’ information is helpful. 
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The result of following the footsteps of others is a matter of reflection for Rosalyn.  She 

moved into the neighborhood to be close to family and quickly adopted their peer group.   

Rosalyn did not realize the extent of influence her social network would have on her as a 

parent.  

Rosalyn: So as far as school information to go to PTA meetings and not 

really go to the schools’ website.  I go to the school’s website to see 

what’s for lunch, but mostly... I guess I exchange information with my 

girlfriends who worked together with the kids… a lot of stuff was a picnic 

in the park or playgroup, definitely word-of-mouth.  I am not... I did not 

research or go to all the schools.  A lot of my girlfriends did that.  So I just 

listened to their expert advice.  So I have friends that were really, really 

involved.  They started playgroup and they’ve been working on the PTA 

since before they had kids.  And so I followed their lead.  …  I guess I 

would have been surprised as a... I put a tremendous amount of value in 

talking to moms who have older kids, even if it’s just one or two years 

older.  I guess I didn’t know that as a mom or as a parent that I would rely 

on other parents for parenting and education and all that kind of 

information. 

 

Rosalyn’s experience in finding out information was based on her information exchange 

in her social network and a heavy dependency on the leadership of what others were 

doing.  In retrospect, Rosalyn reflects and expresses regret at not having more 

forethought in her choice of neighborhood or school selection.   

 

Rosalyn: I kind of feel like I let this happen... let Kirkwood kind of 

happen to me.  If I was to move again, and we might not stay here through 

our whole public education, or I wouldn’t stay here for a whole public 

education.  I got my information from my friends.  I think with when we 

bought the house last year, I should’ve looked.  In hindsight, I wish I 

would have looked in Decatur just a mile away, rather than in this single 

neighborhood, so they could go to the schools throughout high school, 

because I don’t want them to go to at this point to go to [their designated] 

middle school.  So that is a failure, a frustration that we didn’t think 

farther and our kids’ education future.  We were just really thinking for the 
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next couple of years, which I guess is fine.  I guess the insight I think.  I 

don’t know... I think that this is where we could afford to buy a house and 

I think Toomer Elementary had the best schools that I thought we could 

afford.  If that makes sense, I guess I would’ve wished that I... I don’t 

know.. that I don’t think I did enough research when we bought the house.   

 

Mentoring with the older parents is a common theme, but some participants informally 

selected a peer to advise and guide them through the school-selection process.  In the case 

of Ramona, she finds assistance from a specific peer from playgroup. 

 

Ramona: There’s a girl in my playgroup who has two kids that are four 

years and three months, and an 18-month-old.  So I listen to her. ….It’s so 

hard, there’s so many of them [schools].  You feel like it’s going to change 

your child’s life.  I don’t know, like every school was so different and you 

just hope you make the right decision, you guess.   

 

Lisa began the process by calling the schools.  Her interactions were not the most 

satisfying, but she contacted three schools.  Lisa found most of her information from her 

neighborhood social network, where the majority of her network is the same birth 

cohort/school age as her children, so her efforts to find a mentor have not been fruitful. 

 

Lisa: And as far as finding out what my options are only through talking 

to other people from the neighborhood have I even been able to find out 

what my options are. And other parents who now have started their kids at 

some of the schools this year.  I’m getting feedback from them now, 

which is helpful, because before I didn’t know.  Like I said most of our 

friends -- all of our kids are at the same age, so we are kind of all going 

through it together, and so it’s rare to find people, I guess, that probably 

have not at least already started the process and get honest feedback.   

 

Bernadette’s insight regarding the influence of her social network was that group 

perception could play a significant role in the educational placement of one’s child.  She 
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explains how she did not follow the group’s lead with her first child, but she did with her 

second child, yielding two different educational paths within the same neighborhood.  

 

Bernadette: I guess what has surprised me the most is what people like 

because other people like it.  That is if there is a waiting list, it must be 

fantastic.  And you don’t have to know anything about the schools or why 

you think it’s fantastic but that if everybody else wants to go there, surely 

it must be great.  If everybody else is camping out for Mary Lin, surely 

there is a reason for it so I have to do it, too.  And I don’t know, that really 

surprised me in the whole process.  How much is perception, based on 

other people’s perceptions and not necessarily even their own reality.  And 

I’m really surprised by how people group and make a decision that it’s not 

an individual decision for your child.  It’s a group decision for your child, 

myself included, which is why my older son, who is hanging out there by 

himself.  Individual decision, I didn’t do it. [follow the group]  Younger 

son… tons of kids, group decision, totally did it.  But I wasn’t really, you 

know everybody’s like I don’t want my kid to be a guinea pig.  And it’s 

my kid— it’s my one shot.  It’s interesting to see that that one individual 

kid is in this lump of a group as long as the group’s okay, the kid is okay.  

But individually, it’s a different decision. 

 

Bernadette approximates Nagel’s (1991) “duality of self” dilemma where she gets right 

down to the grit of the individual versus the social good.  Her “guinea pig” statement 

implies that attending the public school is a ‘social experiment’ that is acceptable if done 

as a group, where group decisions carry less risk than individual acts.  Her argument 

describes a neighborhood where most families only have one or two children. As middle 

class parents, they are reluctant take risks in their educational decisions.  They have 

limited choice opportunities in the school trajectory so their willingness to take risks with 

their child’s lifelong success is low.  In contrast to the groupthink of the FOLLOWER 

category, the next subsection describes how information obtained in one’s social network 

does not influence the participants as they select schools outside the group model.   
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Against the Tide 

The variation in responses demonstrates difference in the perception of the utility of 

social networks.  Cecilia actually goes against the grain of her social network by 

choosing not to send her child to the same school as her best friend.  As a single parent, 

she spends more time at work than at home so she is also dependent on the input of her 

colleagues at work.   

 

Cecilia: [Her 4 1/2-year-old will start kindergarten next year].  For me, 

with a little bit of research that I have done, I am not comfortable sending 

my children to Toomer Elementary.  My best friend is sending her 

children there.  I think it’s wonderful and great but I am not comfortable 

with that.  So I am at this point, applying to Paideia and the Children’s 

school.   

 

Rosie provides caution to the utilization of the social network for school selection. 

 

Rosie: I try not to put a lot of stock in that [the school information 

gossip/information exchange].  I think it’s great, parents should talk to each other 

about their educational experiences.  But I feel like I have been fortunate enough 

to get to be the beneficiary of great educational experiences.  I have very 

legitimate communication skills, and so I think it is important that whatever 

concerns I have about my kids’ schools need to be addressed with the people that 

are there.  Because that happens in neighborhoods where people gather at the Park 

and the restaurants in the playgroups and stuff then people start trading stories 

back and forth about this happened to me and that happened to me.  And I think 

that’s one of the things that happened to Parkside Elementary.  It hasn’t been fair 

to Parkside Elementary.  Neighborhood talk quickly decided that, well, there was 

a better educational opportunity at the Neighborhood Charter School.   
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FOLLOWER was the largest category of description, full of participant responses that 

signaled a reliance on peer perspective and the fluid exchange of information, including a 

variation in the content of the information exchanged.   

 

 

SEARCHER 

SEARCHER responses characterize the responses of parents who are highly 

active in the outcomes of their children’s education, but in a more individualized manner.  

Participant responses are based on the present need to choose as well as the present state 

of the child and family in terms of time and context.  The variation in response concerns 

regarding teachers, teaching methods, school location, parents’ own cultural logic and 

childhood, and such appear in this category, with an orientation toward child fit and 

family fit.  The sources of the information reflect the activation of individual agency.  

The process may not be oriented toward all children in the family, but on an individual 

child basis that still yields the best family fit.   

School choice in gentrifying neighborhoods is experienced as a strategic endeavor 

on an individual level based on each child’s needs and current circumstances. The 

referential meaning assigned to the experience is generalized as what is the best family fit 

and subcategorized into (1) what is best for each child and (2) what is best for parents, 

yielding structural aspects that range in a non-binary continuum.  Individual research and 

family fit characterize the school-selection process in SEARCHER.  Although 

participants may have gleaned information from their social network, they were 

individually motivated to conduct their own investigation about their potential school 
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options.  Strategic planning plays a role in the approach of SEARCHER, as exemplified 

by Ava. 

 

Ava: We have researched a lot.  When we first sent my younger son to the Grant 

Park preschool, we were lucky to get a spot there and then a lot more options 

came around [she lists them].  We eventually sent my children to a Montessori 

uptown so we just kind of found out from different people and their experiences 

and talking to different people.  It’s mostly that we found out.  And then, you 

know, the neighborhood options. I toured all of the schools and then toured the 

private schools.  I spent like two years researching all that so I did not get the 

information from one specific friend, because most of our playgroup are our age 

or younger, but they had older siblings who were at the charter school so I would 

talk to all of them about it.  Oh, it was a really long ordeal for us and we got spots 

in the Neighborhood Charter School and then I think we got a spot at Imagine 

Wesley, too.   

 

      Roxanne conducted her own research and navigated her own sources of information, 

but found that the lack of updated information on the public school system’s websites 

hindered her ability to make an informed decision.  Her individual efforts are hampered 

by the deficiency in easily-accessible public school information. 

 

Roxanne: ...but then I also tried to look at the [the public schools] site to 

see what I could learn about Toomer Elementary and it was awful.  And I 

got really frustrated -- like the test scores hadn’t been updated.  They were 

from 2006 or something like that.  There wasn’t a lot of information on the 

teachers.  I haven’t looked at it in well over a year, but that was frustrating 

because you expect the same kind of that information out there than there 

was.  And then there are websites like good schools.net.  So I know that 

whenever anybody brings up the school in the neighborhood,  well I’m an 

Atlanta native, so I assume I know everything about everything.  But I 

don’t when it comes down to really looking in to specific neighborhoods 

so I’ve looked at good schools.net to see what kind of rating things get on 

there. 

 

Azalea describes the competitive aspect of individualism and how she used Facebook to 

get a glimpse of the wait list decisions and choice conversations.  Her description details 
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how student spots were held and technology utilized to strategically affect the school-

selection process. 

 

Azalea: …Like I am on Facebook, but I don’t share everything on there 

but at the height of it, our grade is huge.  There were people that were on 

both lists they had accepted at both schools and whatever-- if you get in 

that’s great, but when you get into both places, you need to make a choice.  

So, people held out on their numbers until August, and so there was a lot 

of emotions running high, and so this one particular woman had on her 

own Facebook page, she literally had a list of everyone and where they 

were going, and she was holding onto both spots.  So she was not being 

hypocritical.  She was putting it out there.  But like every three weeks, she 

would say something like, “Today is the day.  We will let our number go 

at ----.”  I just wanted to unfriend her because I was so frustrated.  It was 

an interesting social networking experience.  So that part was frustrating, 

and when you just, I mean, again we did not get in until November, but all 

summer people were holding onto spots and so that was frustrating.  So, I 

think the point of that was that you start to take it personally.  If you are 

number 36 [on a wait list] like my friend is, you know that she is not going 

to get in.   

 

 

Child Fit and Family Fit 

Another component of the lived experience in SEARCHER responses is the child fit and 

family fit.  Factors such as the hours, location, curriculum, teacher, child fit and the 

family fit are significant to choice.  Ramona provides an example of the importance of 

family fit.  

Ramona: I just think there is a lot out there.  There’s also a lot hidden that 

you just have to know where to search.  To do things, a lot of it is word-

of-mouth, you know, different preschools and how you and your family 

would do best.   

  

Azalea expands on the theme of child fit/family fit based on the personality of each child.   
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Azalea: I will say, and truly, truly what I have learned is that it is 

personality driven.  And that it is every child’s own temperament.  And 

there’s sorting out that every five-year-old, when you’re whole personality 

is finally exploding, it is very set at that point, and so are learning styles.  

So for us, teacher to child ratio was a very big deal.  And we need that 

smaller classroom.  We need more teacher involvement and more 

community spirit, and so that for us is what we learned most along the 

way the child’s developmental process has got to fit the school.   

 

Ava describes the isolation that occurs when a cohort divides because of daycare, 

preschool and, eventually, elementary choice.  Yet, the sacrifice to not follow the group is 

based on what is the best child or family fit.  Ava describes her school search as a 

lengthy, individual endeavor based on child fit.  She ties that decision into the loss of 

membership in social networks due to those choices. Her emphasis on racial diversity led 

her away from the neighborhood options.  She also utilized her social network to 

augment her knowledge of available options. 

 

Ava: When I first had my daughter, my older daughter, she was nine 

weeks old, and we started going to a playgroup and I really got to know 

the other mothers really well.  And I felt like it was a real nice group that 

they have all sort of gone to different schools, mostly and to the 

neighborhood charter school and so we are really separated from that now.  

But it was really nice to have that in the beginning when they’re little and 

they have play dates and I kind of think in the neighborhood.  …  You 

know, I think that we have become fairly isolated, because we go to a 

different school now.  We are just not involved in the neighborhood like 

we used to be.  I mean, I used to volunteer and we went to Grant Park 

Cooperative Preschool and did all of the volunteer work there.  And now 

not so much, and we still have friends and the kids have play dates with 

their neighborhood friends.  They have about three neighborhood friends 

where they used to have more.  So it has changed, because we go to 

different schools….. And I think that I don’t really have any insight about 

it.  I think that every school is different for every kid and every family.  

And I think you have to look at your family’s needs and what you want, 

and we chose…... it just seemed like a really good fit for him, and it 

turned out to be great and I don’t regret that, but it’s kind of difficult being 

isolated from the rest of the neighborhood and I think one thing about her 



 159 

 

school that we really like is that it has more racial diversity than the 

charter school does now.  So the economic diversity is not very good, but I 

think I have noticed that the Neighborhood Charter School over the years 

has less and less diversity, and that was a priority for us.   

 

Juliana, an education insider, expresses concern with regard to the racial diversity in her 

school choice for her older child, yet she has found the school provides a gratifying 

experience.  Her preschooler, on the other hand, may not thrive in the same environment, 

and so she states her philosophy of how child fit supersedes all other criteria for selecting 

a school. 

 

 Juliana: It has been, okay, so stressful.  We are, I mean, I am not an 

educator, but…  I am in schools every day.  I have worked middle, high, 

elementary, everywhere.  So, you know school is definitely important to 

me.  I wanted to move to Grant Park, because at least there were 

options…..  I mean Parkside Elementary was pretty much... it was 

between Neighborhood Charter School and Parkside Elementary and to 

tell you the truth,  I’ve never even stepped foot in Neighborhood Charter 

School.  I know I should have.  I know I should have researched a better.  

And I have nothing against Neighborhood Charter School, but just when I 

went to Parkside Elementary,  I mean, I really fell in love with it was just 

very traditional education.  I’m not totally thrilled with the fact that it’s not 

as racially diverse.  I mean, it’s 90% Black.  My child is the only White 

kid in the class.  But whatever.  I wish there were more racial diversity 

there.  That bothers me, but other than that.  It has been a great experience, 

but I do stress over the fact that they did not make AYP.  Now there is all 

this about the erasures with the [standardized test] junk going on.  So like I 

am constantly thinking “Are we making the right decision leaving [our 

child] in there?”  But since pre-K, she has had a teacher of the year every 

year.  She has had wonderful teachers, wonderful classes.  She has made a 

great group of friends that she has been with for three years.  She’s in 

Challenge, is doing great, but I am always like.  Oh gosh.  There is not 

good parent involvement over there, not like at Neighborhood Charter 

School.  So it is stressful to kind of make sure that I am making the right 

decisions.   [And for her child, next year] I have no idea what is going to 

be out there... everything is fluid.  Your child might change, you might 

change.  And so you just have to, you know, nothing is set in stone….  
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Heidi, like Rosie, demonstrates the independence and self-sufficiency of SEARCHER as 

she discusses her confidence in her own ability to choose.  The criteria guiding her 

decision in the school-selection process is family fit, more than child fit.   

 

Heidi: [On how she evaluates and prioritizes information] A little bit 

based on my own knowledge of it education and my own values about 

education, so through that lens.  It depends on what people are telling me.   

Like, if you people are talking to me about this really great school.  They 

teach them how to read or write when they are three years old.  Well, I 

don’t value that.   That is not something I value.  I have really strong 

values about what I care about for early education.  Like, I really care 

about free play.  I really want him to play, I really want him to have fun.  I 

want him to think that school is fun.  I want people to understand how to 

do that work well.  And so my values are part of how I assess that 

information, and some people who I think have similar values to me, I 

hear what they say differently than people who care about early academic 

instruction, which is less important to me.  So depending on what they tell 

me that they value, I assess what they tell me about the school differently. 

 

Heidi’s values and beliefs form the basis for her decisions.  During her interview, Heidi 

wavered between the three options she would consider.  Then, at the end of the interview, 

she detaches from making a decision at all, which I included in the LONER responses, 

demonstrating how participants appear in multiple categories based on the variation of 

the responses.   Eliza understands that the child fit is an individual custom fit and engages 

in activities to support the personalities of her children and their dreams. 

 

Eliza: ... we should be realistic on what is really good for our children and 

making choices, because we will constantly have in the end certain 

standardized tests.  And our children need to be prepared for that, but also 

allowing them to have breathing room to explore.  To do things, you know 

that they actually want to do versus if they are in the public school setting, 

and you’re saving money is like that.  But they want to be challenged in 

other areas, you know, and they want to do like fencing or to find those 

activities that the schools don’t necessarily offer.  To find those things, to 



 161 

 

help each of your children to flourish.  My son…wants to do Japanese, 

Chinese and Hindi languages.  Well, you know he needs to be in an 

environment that will help him, that says okay this is what you need to do 

to nurture each child. 

 

Eliza elaborates on the custom fit for the child and how a parent lives the experience of  

actively engaging and supporting an African American child.  However, Eliza 

acknowledges that each child is different, even within families, so that her son may thrive 

where her daughter did not.   

 

Eliza: Insight is whereas instead of just looking at the overall.. oh this is 

this is here I am the majority just saying this is a good school. To see how 

it fits with each child now that I have more because what works for one 

child definitely won’t work with mine, you know, and actually I just had a 

meeting the other day at my house with some people about starting a 

school close by in ___. Some people don’t want it and some do and I was 

saying because I have a Black son, his needs are totally different from a 

White boys here in this area because of where we are socially, where’s the 

crime, who’s doing the crime, you know. Trying to balance that and 

seeing what is good for each my children you know.  He didn’t do well at 

___.   It may be a very good option for my other child. He’s a real go-

getter.  … we just recently found that the charter school nearby which I 

didn’t think would be a good pick for my son …they have pre-K program 

so my younger son is in …so we are looking into that more so than 

looking into Toomer Elementary.   We’ve been to meetings in Toomer 

Elementary we’ve been to meetings at Drew Charter School. … We found 

other schools and we’ve looked near my husband’s job.   

 

Patrice, a former teacher and a new parent not yet enrolled in the school system, mentions 

the ineffective and outdated website information on the school website, demonstrating 

her individual efforts to seek information.   

 

Patrice: Uhhmmm…the challenges are that the websites with the school 

first of all.  We live in right where Dekalb and Fulton County come 

together and that’s kind of confusing knowing which schools you can go 

to or not go to.  And they had these charter schools all around you know, 
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and those have a little… those have a target area for a kind of…  If you’re 

in this perimeter you’re eligible, if you’re not, then you can’t.  If you’re in 

this perimeter, you’re a priority.  If you’re in the next circle, you can get 

on the list, but you may not get in.  If you go one out, you can.  You can 

live close to schools, and they won’t even be able to tell you what the 

parameters are very clearly.  So, you could have a friend who lives in your 

neighborhood with the same zip code who’s eligible, but you are two 

streets over, so you’re not.  So that’s confusing.  

 

Patrice also expresses a mature appreciation for the significance of child fit/school fit 

which is a priority for her in her school-selection process.   

 

Patrice: I guess you always have anxiety.  If you have worked in schools, 

you know that schools can have a great reputation and stink for your kid.  

You know it can be a great school and not be good for your kid, so you’d 

do you know, you just have to try that, at the same time you want this.  

That mystery...  that amorphous…you know you just want it to feel 

excited about it.  You do not have anxiety about it (laughter).  But I 

always say I’m going to try this school no matter what it is.  And if it was 

Paideia for $20,000 a year, I would say I’m just trying it.  So we are going 

to try it.   

 

Mary Jane is confused by the crosswinds of information, so she withdraws in order to 

base her opinion on her own child’s needs and fit her child fit/family fit. 

 

Mary Jane: God, I don’t know.  I mean, I don’t really know.  I hear good 

things and bad things about all schooling options.  So it’s kind of like 

you’ve got to figure out what is going to work for you and your schedule 

or what your priorities are like for us with my kids.  It’s the language.  It’s 

the having a second language that’s a really big priority.  So I kind of filter 

based on that like where we can get that.  The most experience, the most 

exposure to that...  
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Cecilia demonstrates agency in isolation of the neighborhood social network.  She is self-

reliant for the choices she makes, but they are based on family fit in terms of 

geographical space.   

 

Cecilia: [How do you know what to do?]  Well, it’s pretty easy it’s pretty 

self-explanatory.  You just go online like with Paideia, for example.  The 

process is outlined very clearly.  ... and I still have to do more research.  I 

am actually going in for the interviews and the tours and all that... but the 

way that I have come to that those options has been through… obviously 

they are in my community, because I love my community, and I’d rather 

have... and also, just because of my situation being a single mom, I’d 

rather not have to travel too far.  So geographically speaking, those are 

near my house.  One is near my work and the way that I have heard a lot 

about a lot of positive things about those programs is through my 

colleagues at work.  That is where I get a lot of information from.   

 

Individual interests best represent the SEARCHER category as the responses demonstrate 

a concern for the effect of school choice within the family. 

 

 

Educational Agenda 

      Iris’s comments reflect the distinct consumption patterns referred to by Bourdieu 

(1984) and others who describe the gentrification of neighborhoods.  She has education 

credentials, providing her with an education-insider perspective, and a distinct taste for 

education based on who constitutes the educational environment (See Cucchiara, 2008; 

Holme, 2002, Reay, 2004).  She describes the type of peer group she would like to 

surround her child. 

 

Iris: I think that one of the reasons that we were not looking at the 

traditional public school is that the public schools have a bad reputation.  

So we looked for something else, and I think that other people do, too.  
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For example, at Drew Charter School, it’s not as involved as maybe the 

neighborhood charter school, but it is a charter.  The parents are involved, 

there are different organizations.  It’s not just your generic the usual thing, 

and I think that we are a neighborhood that looks for something different.  

So yes, I think if you look at the demographics at how many of the 

children are on food stamps or some sort of aid, because that tells you if 

there are families who come from more educated backgrounds.  You want 

your child to be in a classroom with other children, who have educated 

parents that come from families where they are encouraged to learn and 

explore and they’re in the school where things are done in a way other 

than the traditional way with the teachers standing there preaching or 

talking to the children - go where the children get hands-on experience.  I 

have a Master’s in education, so it’s important to me that my children have 

an opportunity to learn by doing since I know that physically, that’s how 

people learn best -- adults and children alike. 

 

Lisa, too, prioritizes the quality of curriculum in her school-selection process, but 

diversity as well.   

 

Lisa: Everybody’s priorities are kind of different.  I think all of the school 

options that we have are really different.  So right now, that sort of is 

something we are trying to decide is between the how much curriculum-

based versus, I don’t want to say a play-based, because it’s the school that 

we’re talking about pre-K for three or four-year-olds.  I don’t necessarily 

want to put her in a fully regimented program.  But at the same time, I 

guess that it’s good structure, I don’t know.  So I’m not really sure.  Yeah.  

Everybody’s priorities are different and I know, that really the biggest 

priority for me personally right now is sort of diversification. 

 

Ann’s values and beliefs as well as her insider knowledge as a former teacher of how the 

school system operates provide her with cultural capital and social capital, in the form of 

insider relationships, which aid her in the school-selection process.   

 

Ann: Where I want to send her?  My husband and I are pretty... unless 

some major changes happen in APS, we will not send her to the public 

schools.  I am not real confident in their new change in the high schools 

that they are incorporating.  ... We have talked about moving to Decatur, 
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because we like their public school system.  They just have really good 

success rates.  So, unless some…and granted I don’t know where things 

will be in 11 years.  When she starts middle school, but I’m not confident 

in the charter middle school and they still have some growing pains.  I am 

not confident in the public middle schools.  I have seen the kids that have 

come out of some of those middle school programs and it worries me. ... 

and I have seen the kids that have come out of some of the other schools.  

The kids who come out of Neighborhood Charter School are usually well-

prepared, because every student is different.  So I can’t blanket statement 

all of them but some of the students have come out of the public 

elementary schools very far behind.  And they are generally bright kids, so 

I worry about that.   

 

In conclusion, curriculum and instruction are elements considered in this category, but 

they are part of a deeper vision of what schools should look like and who the students 

will be in the schools they select for their children.  

 

 

Individual efforts 

The subcategory, individual efforts, is an example of others’ responses that 

pertain to SEARCHER, but do not have a commonality in their variation.  For example, 

Juliana’s search is individually-guided as she based the requisites for the setting of her 

children’s school on her nostalgic experiences, trying to recreate the same situation for 

her children.  Ball, et al. (1995; Ball, 2006) state that images from parents’ own personal 

experience plays a powerful role with regard to the choice of where and with who one’s 

child will go to school.  For Juliana, her personal experience plays a role in the choice of 

her neighborhood and in the school selection process for her children. 

 

Juliana: …I think I was kind of try and find somewhere as close to 

[where she grew up] as... with older houses and parks and sidewalks and 

big trees, and so I found... well it took us a while to be able to afford Grant 
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Park or the house we wanted in Grant Park. … Just hearing so from 

people, you know, if you like look on the web... I went to all public 

schools, and I went to very racially and socio-economically diverse 

schools, and I went to a predominantly Black high school, but it was very 

diverse.  It was near the university, so a lot of eclectic creative intellectual 

types... but that is where all my friends come from.  So again like trying to 

re-create that for my kids.  I was looking at where is this in Atlanta?   

 

Deb has strong opinions that lead her to make school choice decisions in isolation from 

her peers.  She is unable to discuss the topic of school due to her strong opinions on 

education, leaving her detached from the conversation, and not contradicting the 

harmonious viewpoints or groupthink of the playgroup.  The individual opinions of 

others do not influence her due to the differences in their cultural logic and hers.  

Education credentials are significant to how she evaluates the content and perspective 

from whom she gets information. 

 

Deb: I guess I feel really good with the type of people that I have met that 

live in the neighborhood and that I have met through these times that I’ve 

gotten together.  I feel like we have a lot in common.  We all have kind of 

similar thoughts and views on our kids, which I really like that, because 

that is what I really wanted.  But on the other hand when the topic of 

school comes up I tend to be uncomfortable because I don’t... I have very 

strong opinions on what I think is right for my child.  So, I don’t like to 

share too much about how I feel, because I feel like it might be offensive 

to some people.  I tend to just generally be in the conversation, but never 

get into the specifics.  ….  So, I don’t like to say too much about that 

choice or anything stuff like that, because I don’t want to offend anybody, 

you know.... I feel like this kind of stuff is such a personal decision.  And 

people bring their whole background with them.  You know, as far as 

where they went to school, what their education was like.  They bring so 

much of that into what they want for their child.  It is hard for me to trust 

people’s opinions.  If I don’t know something about their background, I 

can’t just take it like okay, it’s that person’s opinion.  If I knew that, say 

they were a teacher or, I was talking with him a little bit about their 

children or their children go to school, I would probably take more stock 

into that opinion versus someone who maybe didn’t have an education 

background or wasn’t very active in the school maybe. 
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Isabel describes the complexity of choosing schools as a single parent, alluding to a 

preference for private schools.  Her education and cultural logic have led her to the path 

of private education, but she is economically unable to follow through.  As a result, one 

of her children attends a private preschool and her other child attends the local public 

school for kindergarten.   

 

Isabel: First of all, let me just say this here is a quotation for you, “picking 

a school for your child is hell.”  It is so difficult.  It is one of the most 

difficult decisions to make, I think, as a parent.  Especially if you are 

living in a city like Atlanta, when you do not have the economic resources 

to send them to any private school you want.  So, essentially, I have been 

able to send them to this private school for younger care because that is 

your only option really when they’re at that age, when they are so small, 

but economically at this point… economically, as a split family with two 

parents and now we are affording two households so we can barely afford 

the private education for one child (preschool), never mind two.  

   

Jolene independently has researched and found a substantial list of options is available.  

She is not satisfied with the quality of any of those options for her child.   

 

Jolene: I think finding out the options is not really that difficult, because I 

can just talk to people and I think, again, that at Oakhurst Cooperative, 

there are people that live all over, so I hear about a lot of different schools. 

I guess even just talking to people at the pool this summer and over the 

years; I have heard a lot of schools that I’ve just sort of made a mental 

note of.  Of course, a lot of them aren’t options for us, because they are 

either in Decatur or Dekalb County.  Even like the charter schools that are 

close by, but not in the city of Atlanta that I feel like as far as finding out 

about the schools has been fine.  I feel like having access to it has been 

fine.  I feel like if you can make an appointment to any place and to 

observe it.  I think that just the actual options that are out there are what 

I’m not thrilled with. 
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Joselyn is an African-American parent-gentrifier and, thus, represents a different 

perspective on the social networking and community collaboration previously depicted.  

She describes the neighborhood social isolation for her and her family.  Their decision-

making is based within the confines of the family and coworkers.  She discusses the 

existence of a support network of White middle-class mothers in the gentrifying 

neighborhood, but she expresses the lack of such a network or place for her that extends 

to her children and their social networks via playdates.   

 

Joselyn: The interesting thing about Kirkwood is that we don’t social 

network in Kirkwood.  I like privacy, and we like our family unit and we 

are very exclusive with whom we invite into our space and our family 

unit.  And so some of the things that I was initially seeing with the 

neighborhood, I wasn’t liking.  So I think I shot myself completely down.  

And honestly, I don’t feel like I’ve missed much.  So, I never really 

opened myself back up to it.  Yeah, you know, this is the thing about play 

dates in the neighborhood, we don’t do play dates in the neighborhood.  

And part of it.  I think is that there is a network of Kirkwood moms who 

I’m sure are… there might be a few Asian moms that they are pretty much 

primarily White, I believe.  And they will send out like to Kirkwood 

parents emailed us like play date at Bessie Branham Park.  And I think 

that they probably get together and do things, but I don’t know.  My 

experience hasn’t always been that people are very welcoming.  And I 

think that it has to do with that this neighborhood is in transition and so 

you have Black families and then you have White families.  And I don’t 

think there are a lot of Black families that White Kirkwoodians think are 

actually middle-class.  So even though you might send out all of the vibes 

that, okay, you are middle-class and you are educated, there still, to me 

feels like there is a perception. You know... it’s not as friendly of a vibe as 

you might suspect, but I don’t think that is necessarily the case for the 

White moms who have moved it to Kirkwood.  Like I think they might 

feel like it is a very friendly environment, because I think they have 

created so many different supports for themselves.  

  

Joselyn’s lived experience runs counterculture to the White mothers in Kirkwood, 

yielding decisions at the individual level in her school selection process.  Giselle said she 

did a lot of her own research in preparing for her children’s education.   
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However, she incorporates others’ information, most specifically when they have similar 

agendas. 

 

Giselle: I do a lot of it too, my own research.  I also will have 

conversations with people to find out to get different perspectives on the 

same approach.  I know that we’re all sort of out there looking and 

wanting to make the best decision the best choice we can for our kids.  

And we all sort of have our own agendas and sometimes they are similar.  

So we can communicate about what’s important to us.  ...I know that there 

are lots and lots of options.  I know that there are opportunities.  It does 

require time and effort to go and look to go and talk to people at the school 

within the administration and outside of it.  I know that that’s exactly what 

it takes of parent involvement and community involvement.  That’s 

changed everything a lot of people kind of define that as either if it’s 

public, it’s not so great, but if it’s private, it’s got to be better.   But really, 

what happens in a public school— if you get people involved and parents 

on board, you can make it happen and change the way it operates and 

functions.  I’ve seen it happen.   

 

Giselle states she has seen the change that comes from the collaboration of the parents in 

public school.   However, in her second response, she states that she has never researched 

the school online, found information, nor attended a playgroup.  In addition, her child is 

currently attending a private kindergarten. 

 

Giselle: I do, even though Kirkwood’s the neighborhood school is maybe 

not the best choice, I think it has the potential to be.  I think Toomer 

Elementary, in a few years, could be a fantastic choice, for it’s beginning 

to get people involved.  There are some parents already who are banding 

together saying “This is our school, this is our community school.   We 

want to create something here.”... [Do you know of any coalitions here 

like Kirkwood school coalition?  Kirkwood babies?  Have you been on the 

website?]  I’ve never been on it, I don’t know about it.  I haven’t even 

invested the time in it.   
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SEARCHER responses represent variations based on individual research and choice as a 

reaction to what is available.  Participant responses demonstrate active research processes 

and well-informed options.  However, evidence does not show collaboration with peers to 

form those opinions nor share their information with others.   Participant responses 

concentrated on their individual needs and desires. 

 

 

COLLABORATOR 

In the COLLABORATOR category, school choice in gentrifying neighborhoods 

is experienced as a proactive endeavor engaged in by citizens who may or may not be 

parents when they begin their (parental) involvement in the school.  They may make an 

effort to increase the quality and value of schools for future offspring or it may be part of 

their neighborhood investment to increase the value of market-rate real estate.  The 

referential meaning assigned to the experience is how one can add value through 

involvement–creating an opportunity for the activation of  agency to improve the school 

and a reflective awareness of their approach.  The structural elements forming the 

experience include intrinsic and extrinsic motivations (i.e. social justice, social activists 

trying to do “the right thing”.)  Leadership is presented in the form of initiative and 

mentoring.  The strategic use of social networks accomplishes the participants’ agendas.   

Experiences in this category are defined by the determination, leadership, skills and 

perseverance of the participants themselves, not fate or chance.  Strategy, leadership and 

initiative culminate to forge a path out of the status quo.  Several participants expressed 

experiences reflecting this category.  
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 Agency and action are concurrent themes in the categories of description.  The 

activation of agency is demonstrated in each category and how the agency manifests 

itself is the action.  The illustrative quotations for COLLABORATOR reflect this agency 

and action more than the subsequent categories, because it is a hallmark feature of active 

parent citizenship.  COLLABORATOR responses represent agency in action and how 

parent-gentrifiers effect change in their lived experiences of the school selection process.  

 Patrice joined the PTA prior to enrolling a child in the school, and invested her 

energy to counter the negative reputation surrounding her neighborhood school.  She also 

ran the playgroup for two years and took the initiative to mentor other playgroup 

mothers, per their interviews.   

 

Patrice: ...And I joined the PTA this year even though my kids were 

not there, just to get out there and get involved and see what’s going on.  

Every time I’m up there, I like it more.  ….I would say it has been 

interesting seeing people who are trying to improve the school counter the 

rumor mill.  It’s interesting seeing how that happens, because you really 

do have to have data.   

 

Delilah’s experience in navigating the social networks and getting involved began with 

her passing out business cards, organizing a playgroup and eventually serving as the 

coordinator for the entire program and its database.     

 

Delilah: ...  We got embedded in the neighborhood, and we had a baby…  

I started looking for some social support so that I could be with other 

mothers with small babies, and the Grant Park Parent Network had started 

about a year and a half prior to that so I was aware that it was there.  So I 

went to them and said “Hey, I would like to serve the playgroup. I need to 

meet some other people,” and then for a very long time after that, like six 

months, I walked to the Park with my name and number written on pieces 

of paper with my e-mail and just handed them out with like, “Oh, you 
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have a baby.  Do you want to be in the playgroup with me?”  I literally 

handed them out.  So I actually started one of the playgroups here in Grant 

Park.  …It was one of the perks if you coordinated a group—you got to 

[name the group].  So if you coordinate, you can call your group whatever 

you want.  …. It went online and it became a completely different animal 

entirely, but just in the five years ... it went from four very disorganized 

databases of about 135 families on to almost 600.   

 

Delilah reflects on the growth trend in family-gentrifiers and how the options 

increased as families chose to invest, activate agency, and stay in the 

neighborhood.   

Delilah: So there was this massive, rapid explosion of population and 

baby population, because people stopped leaving.  It used to be the people 

left the neighborhood when their kid hit five, because they needed a 

school and there wasn’t one that was quality for people to want to stay.  Or 

else people send their kids private.  So if you couldn’t afford private, you 

needed to leave when your child started kindergarten.  But once we started 

to have a charter school and some of the other resources in the 

neighborhood, people really started investing and staying.  There started to 

be a lot more preschools and they started the cooperative preschool and 

then they started [lists several options]….and then every year there 

seemed to be more choices in terms of where you could send your kid if 

you were in one of these intown neighborhoods.   

 

Another example of activating agency in COLLABORATOR was the 

spreadsheeter–who calculated every option available in advance, beginning with 

preschool.  As Azalea and Roxanne describe, the spreadsheet is their informal tracking 

and updating of school options. 

 

Azalea: There is a ton of information available on their [each school’s] 

websites.  Each school’s website.  And I knew this was coming and I’m 

very methodical, and so I have been starting a while ago.  And I have this 

huge spreadsheet of, you know, it started with preschool because that’s 

very hard to get into.  Our classes are large, and so that is very much a 

factor that you have to think about because we did not get in anywhere our 

first year of preschool.  That was a big wake-up call, and so I was 
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planning ahead and knowing that... so anyway I just have this big 

spreadsheet.  And I’m looking at it.   

 

Roxanne also generates a spreadsheet of information in order to manage the options 

available to her children. 

Roxanne: We are zoned for Toomer Elementary.  ….I have visited 

physically to that school and done a lot of research, because there’s just so 

much information online.  Even when looking at preschools with them, I 

made a spreadsheet of all the possibilities.  How many days a week, what 

hours, what tuition... and I think that looking at public schools is just more 

challenging for parents to get out there and do the research.   You kind of, 

in our neighborhood, you see things posted.  And they’re having meetings 

and I went to a couple of those meetings early on, but then I also tried to 

look at the [the public schools] site to see what I could learn about Toomer 

Elementary and it was awful.  .... so I’ve looked at good schools.net to see 

what kind of rating things get on there. 

 

Agency was present in the form of scheduling.  Parents scheduled time or created 

flexibility to advocate for their children as exemplified by Isabel.  Isabel’s level of agency 

is evident in her decision to change job responsibilities so that she can be more involved in 

the education of her son in his kindergarten class in the public school system–an example 

of the education-insider.   

 

Isabel: I think that one reason I’ve stuck it out [with her child attending] 

at Toomer Elementary is that, I was going to tell you that my job is 

teaching.  So I will be working 9 to 5 and so I can be at school more [as an 

involved parent] in the Fulton County.  And so that is why we are hanging 

in there.  …And just now we seem to be hitting stride.  And again, if my 

job changing so that I could be there more in the spring, there is no way 

that I think that this would work out.  I have to say that I have a tiny bit of 

concern, because that I think economically for me it seems that I am 

taking time out of how I can provide for my family economically as a 

single parent to be at the system you see, so it is like, it is all intertwined.   

It’s not just education.  It’s every aspect of your social life.  It just really 

pulls at your heartstrings.  Because you want your kid to be loved when 
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you’re gone and you want your kid to be treated and supported in the best 

possible way at school. 

 

Other forms of agency included reconstruction of the neighborhood park by Bernadette 

and her social network. 

 

Bernadette: When my oldest son was born, there were very few people 

that had kids in Kirkwood.  When my younger son was born there were a 

lot more families, and so a couple of moms and I got and said “Let’s meet 

on Thursdays and just kind of hang out and let the babies play and invite 

anyone you know who has a kid to playgroup.”  Our park was condemned, 

and so I said, “They are tearing down our park and they’re not going to put 

in a new playground, so we need to figure that out.”  And so the playgroup 

moms got together and raised $85,000 to build a playground.  And that is 

now where most of my social networking is at - Kirkwood Park.   

 

Iris engages in formal neighborhood sessions where everyone gets together to 

share their knowledge about school options.  

 

Iris: I think the successes have been in that communication between 

parents and having those formal sessions where we say let’s get together 

and everybody bring to the table, what they know.  The challenge is that it 

is informal, so you are learning from other people’s subjective experiences 

or what they remember from what they read.  And maybe I haven’t looked 

hard enough, but I have not seen something formal written about what the 

options are for what ages, and what the cost is.  So it has been kind of a 

you hear about something, you run off to check it out. 

 

Nanette also expressed her activation of agency as an investment prior to having children 

of her own.  Through the activation of group agency, change occurred at the elementary 

school.  

  

Nanette: We right off the bat became very active in the Kirkwood 

neighbors organization and any resident who moved to Kirkwood, if they 
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just go to a single KNO meeting.  They can immediately meet at least 50 

people they can know.  There are all different committees.  So, the 

education committee is really what started and coexisted with the school 

coalition many years ago.  …really got it started many years ago.  

[Someone] started that because she was newly pregnant or had just had her 

daughter, and she wanted to actually see our neighborhood school, 

improving so that that way our neighborhood school was a viable option 

for neighbors.  I guess out of that group came the school coalition….They 

surveyed a lot of existing parents in the school so basically the information 

that was obtained during the surveys.  We were able to present that to [the 

public school system to remove the old principal]. 

 

While her comments superficially explain the process of school improvement in a 

gentrifying neighborhood, they can also be interpreted as a coded effort to make the 

neighborhood White.   

 Nanette compares her activated agency and action to that of her neighbors.  Her 

remarks illustrate the experience of being a change agent in a transitional neighborhood.   

 

Nanette: See, I know all the school options available.  And I guess that 

that’s because I have always been involved.  I think that there are a lot of 

people who moved into the neighborhood, who really don’t get involved 

and who really truly don’t know what their options are or they don’t 

understand that there are truly viable options for schools in this 

community.  They just want to believe maybe what other people tell them 

or what.  Or maybe they just look strictly at the numbers that are released 

by APS like for testing and things like this.  And they don’t actually want 

to visit.  I guess they make their own judgments without visiting the 

school or doing things like that.  There is... I know that our neighborhood 

school has an open door policy.  If anyone wants to come in and visit, 

people are welcome at any time.  …I have just always been in the middle 

of it.  So I know all of the school options.  I [find out] by going to the 

school and getting involved.  It basically probably started eight years ago 

or nine years ago when [Jane Doe] started the education committee.  So 

my husband and I started volunteering in the school eight years ago.  Way 

before we had children, just because we knew that we wanted to improve 

the school and the school needed to turn around just like neighborhood 

was doing.  We do have... there are a lot of options in this immediate area 

I would say.  There are charter schools, there are private schools.  There is 

of course our neighborhood school…  I think there are just a lot of people 
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who moved to the neighborhood and they don’t have children.  And 

immediately when they have children or their children get two or three 

years old, they think they have move.  It’s like oh no, we’ve got to move 

to the city of Decatur.  The schools are not good here, and are the schools 

as good as they should be or eventually should be? No.  But the main thing 

is that it is going to take us sending our kids there and parental 

involvement to really get the schools functioning and performing.  I guess 

that I always knew like eight years ago when we first started working on 

our neighborhood school.  I guess that I was hoping, oh gosh, I hope that 

we improve the school enough so that that way we can actually send our 

children there 10 years later.  And luckily that has happened, and so we 

are planning on sending our daughter, of course, there in two years…. 

 

Nanette reflects on the lack of agency in the neighborhood and how collaboration 

affects neighborhood change.   

 

Nanette: I wish more people would get involved.  It amazes me how 

people move into the neighborhood.  You know 10 or 11 years ago when 

we moved into the neighborhood, most people got involved because we 

had to.  We had to get involved we had to do things to change the 

neighborhood and to improve the neighborhood.  And I just think that 

there are a lot of people who moved in, who are just lazy and they 

expect... is what it is because of the people who moved here 10, 12, 20 

years ago.  It is all their hard work that makes the neighborhood safe 

enough and nice enough for people to move into and just people in the last 

four years.  I guess that we are amazed at how some people tend to be 

apathetic or people just moved in, and they don’t want to do anything and 

expect everything to be done for them.  And it doesn’t take a lot of effort, 

but it would just be nice if people would get more involved and realize 

that if they do, they can really change things just with minimal effort.  And 

it is happening, and it takes a long time to put the school or charter school, 

but it is happening.  Eight years later 10 years later.  It is happening.   

 

Bernadette’s initiation into the public school system began as an advocate for a 

neighborhood child.  As an outsider, she began to accumulate knowledge to effect change 

and make decisions for her own family, thus approximating the role of education-insider 

until she actually assumed that position. 
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Bernadette: I had a neighbor that was real young and he lived with his great-

grandmother.  ….  So we really bonded with this family and the kid was at the 

elementary school... [Grandma] she had a sixth grade education, and she was 

afraid.  You know, if you’re the teacher, you must know everything and that 

whatever you say is right.  And a lot of things that we were hearing from this kid 

were not right, so we became advocates for him in his schooling.  And so that’s 

really kind of got a foot in the door to see the horrible principal.  The horrible way 

the kids were treated the way the teachers taught the kids, snatched the kids, 

grabbed the kids and all that kind of stuff.  And so I took a job substituting at the 

school so I could complain about the things that were wrong with the school.   

 

Rosie describes the activation of agency in the broader community as the city rescinded 

funds from the local swimming pool.  Rosie is a long-time resident who practices her 

citizenship in multiple spheres of the community.   

 

Rosie: We have a public swimming pool in Grant Park that in 2000 and 2002 and 

2003 was in real disrepair and myself and another large group of neighborhood 

residents, about 20 of us, got together and put up a website, Friends of the Grant 

Park Pool and made a bunch of the neighborhood association meetings and met 

with the Commissioner of Parks and Recreation.  And sort of figured out how to 

make a public-private partnership, where we could raise extra money for what 

was a city facility.  So that this facility didn’t have to close and nor would it get 

taken over and become some sort of private venture where you would get to swim 

there, but only if you could afford a membership.   

 

Rosie’s approach is pensive and composed through reflection in regard to agency.  Her 

perspective is that, while the neighborhood has successfully enlarged the pool of school 

options [and filled gaps in community preservation services such as the neighborhood  

pool restoration], the long-term goal should not be a charter school trajectory through 

high school because the neighborhood demographics would not support that type of 

parental involvement.  Rosie is insightful in her recognition of the limits of the 
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neighborhood parents and their realistic ability to maintain high levels of activated 

agency in the construction and operation of a secondary charter school.   

 

Rosie: ...I think my insight, now that I’m trying to take my insight, now and put it 

into action over the next, essentially, eight years before my child gets to high 

school is to try to help focus and direct other neighbors and myself into thinking 

about high school.  And what are legitimate high school options for our kids.  And 

in some ways we tried to do that now, because already the talk in the 

neighborhood about the high schools is that oh we can’t possibly send our kids to 

Maynard Jackson High School, that Atlanta public high school on Glenwood.  I 

mean, that is just a no good school [sarcasm]...The chitchat and banter… there is a 

sense among neighborhood residents that, well, what we need to do is start the 

charter high school.  And I am not so sure that that is realistic for a neighborhood 

of parents, who largely hold jobs.  There are some stay-at-home moms, but most 

households have two working parents.  One of them working full-time and the 

other one working part time, if not full-time.  So it is not as if there aren’t tons and 

tons of people who really could spend hours on starting another charter school 

between the hours of 8:30 and 2:30 every day.  So one of my experiences has 

been that while the elementary charter school has been an overwhelming success, 

it makes me smile every time I go over there;  and while the middle school, I 

think, will become a success,  it is about to be officially merged with the 

elementary school, so that it is one institution with two campuses.  By 2011, it 

will be officially merged so that it will be one entity that runs the neighborhood 

charter elementary and the middle school.  So that has been really successful, as 

successful as the charters have been.  I am not convinced that this neighborhood 

could start a charter high school and all the things that a high school we all think 

about when we think about high school band and lots of choice of what language 

are in this study and choice of electives and pep rallies and multiple teams to 

compete on that that is doable for our neighborhood.  And I hope that one of the 

things that we can learn is that just because the elementary and middle school 

charters have been successful doesn’t mean that we can’t work with [the public 

school system] to…. I’m trying to think of the right word…. work with [the 

public school system] so that we can invest in school so that it can be a true 

neighborhood school, too.  

 

Rosie’s agency aligns with reworking the status quo rather than reinventing the public 

high school due to the amount of work and involvement necessary to create a charter high 

school.   
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Rosie: Well, I am glad you are studying this because I think that it is critical for 

urban communities to sort of figure these things out.  And figure these things out 

sort of not based on kind of the “I am a Republican” or “I am a Democrat” kind of 

way.  When you are talking about the education of children, you don’t vote a 

party ticket.  You try to figure out what’s available and what’s doable.  And this is 

not a neighborhood that sends a hell of a lot of kids to private schools, because I 

think most families think, while that’s a long road, that’s huge tuition bills and 

logistically is not that easy, because there aren’t really any super-duper great 

private schools real near here.  I mean, you’re talking about the big commutes and 

a lot of the reason that people are in town is to not have commutes.  But that 

neighborhood communities need to think critically before, they just sort of give 

up totally on the local public school system.  It is one thing to say, “There was... 

there literally was a neighborhood school here.”   When kids started to be born 

into the neighborhood and needed elementary education, we started the charter 

school and at the time, the middle school in the neighborhood was not even 

remotely stable in terms of its leadership or its ability to just be a safe campus 

during the day.  I think that’s changing at the public middle school.  So it’s okay 

to say, “Well, the next step then is to have a charter middle school” that when you 

have people thinking about education and investing in education at the elementary 

level.  That means they also have time to think about high school and that you 

shouldn’t just shut the book on the public school system, even if they have been 

cheating on their tests.  You know, that doesn’t mean that they have to continue 

cheating on their tests.  Then sometimes, if concerned citizens get involved, 

maybe there is an incentive not to cheat.  That’s my two cents. 

 

Joselyn’s agency resulted in her employment in various schools as she searched for 

school options for her pre-K child.  Utilizing her position, she was able to weave in and 

out of multiple elementary schools and gain access to the school climate and tacit 

knowledge most parents do not know prior to engaging in the school-selection process.  

She utilized her cultural capital to navigate the schools and find her own place of 

attachment for her child.  

 

Joselyn: ...You know I actually worked as a ... for the public schools for a 

few months.  And part of the reason that I worked for the public schools is 

because I was really trying to get [her child] into a different school.  And 

there was, apparently, if you were an employee there, you got preference.  

So I was looking at ____ Elementary for their schooling experience, but 

they were apparently filled to capacity by the time that I actually obtained 

employment with the public schools.  But what I did, which is very 
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interesting, I spent a lot of time for three months in different neighborhood 

schools.  So I would get cases and several of my cases, interestingly ended 

up in Toomer Elementary.  They were at Toomer Elementary, and so I 

took extra time at Toomer Elementary.  Like, I probably spent two or three 

weeks at Toomer Elementary when, actually, I could’ve gotten my cases 

wrapped up and two weeks.  But I was really taking the time to be in the 

school to be present, to get to know the administrators in the school, to get 

the classes as I walked past to observe classes for the kids. I actually was 

evaluating to see what types of teacher-student interactions were taking 

place.  I was really observing if there were discipline problems.  All kinds 

of things like that, because I thought in the back of my head if I enter my 

child into the preschool, and I knew that Toomer Elementary would be a 

possibility as far as where she might end up.  So that’s why I started to 

feel comfortable with Toomer Elementary for my child for pre-K, because 

I spent some considerable time in the school as an employee.  But I did the 

same thing with any school that I got an evaluation to go in and do.  I just 

really spent a lot of time in the school, I talked to teachers.  And not 

necessarily about “Oh, I am thinking about sending my kids here,” but 

more so just to see what kind of people they are and are they fair and just 

towards kids.  Are the kids actively engaged and, you know, what’s the 

school climate?  So I actually think I had, what many people don’t get an 

opportunity to get -- an insider’s view from a real insider’s perspective, 

because I was an employee.  I was privy to conversations and information 

that other folks wouldn’t have had access to.  But that is how I have really 

started to think about the public schools in relation to my own children.   

 

Joselyn’s agency and school selection process is based on her ability to gain insider 

information and preference as an employee in the public school system.  The activation 

of high levels of agency as an approach to school selection are present as both individual 

and group strategies.  The collaborative agency of Bernadette and her peers resulted in a 

pact that may have contributed to demographic changes at Toomer Elementary, including 

their pro-Toomer Elementary endorsements. The illustrative quotation is lengthy in order 

to capture the significance of strategy and agency in Bernadette’s story, demonstrating 

the epitome of the power of the collaborative social pact in affecting school change. 
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Bernadette: I guess what I would like to say is that my friend Jackie and 

I, Jackie was insistent upon us fixing Toomer Elementary and (2 other 

women who were part of the Kirkwood school coalition) yes.  And I was 

adamant that I’m not even going to put any energy into the school, and 

Jackie said, “Let’s look at it, let’s just look at it for my younger” and so 

we would go to the park and we would talk about schools and people 

would say, “You know, if there were enough kids I would do it.”  So 

Jackie and I said, “Well, who are you talking about? Are you talking about 

White kids?    “No I’m not talking about White kids.”  This is what they 

would say.   I would talk about kids from the same economic background 

and the same value structure.  Okay, so how many?  How many is enough 

an across-the-board? It was pretty much eight.  “If there were eight other 

kids, I would feel pretty comfortable with it.”  So Jackie and I started what 

we called “The Big Lie”.  So I said, “Okay.  You said you might do it if 

there were eight.  Now you are number one, you’re one of eight.  No, I’m 

sorry, Jackie is number one, I am number two, and you’re number three.  

We need five more who are saying, if eight people did it, we will go.  So 

now you are number four, and you over there, you’re five.” And then we 

got eight.  And then we called everybody back and said now we have 8 

people who are going to go, if you actually walk through the doors and 

they said,  “Okay.  We’ll do it.”  And I said, then you need to stop saying, 

“If there is enough people, we’ll do it.”  You’re going to say “My kid is 

going to Toomer Elementary.  I am going to do it.”  And so at the 

playground, those eight people would talk to people who have kids the 

same age.  Then everybody was like “Where are you going to send your 

kids to school?” and then the answer is a firm “Oh, I am sending my kid to 

Toomer Elementary.”  Until the answer was “Why wouldn’t you send 

your kid to Toomer Elementary?”  And that was the change, and the shift.  

Once we had eight people saying “I am going to do it.”  Then we started 

getting those people together to get to know each other better, and those 

people knew other people and talked them into doing it.  So by the time 

the kids started school, there were, I want to say, there were probably 11 

kids that started pre-K altogether. …  And of those eight, not all of them 

were White.  So it has not been a racial issue.  It’s that my kid, regardless 

of what the rest of the class looks like, my kid will (1) have friends, (2) I 

know I’ll feel comfortable with my kids having playdates, and (3) the kids 

walking in the kindergarten will feel completely at home because they 

know these kids already.   

 

Bernadette’s response demonstrates a unity among mothers and a powerful collaboration 

toward the goal of changing the school through the strategy of school selection.   
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In summary, COLLABORATOR represents the most concentrated levels of 

activated agency in the variation of responses, where parents gain information and effect 

change in the structure, protocol and outlook for the neighborhood education options on 

an individual or collaborative basis.  During the interviews, many participants 

volunteered their strategic processes for acquiring information and activating their agency 

in the school-selection process, resulting in the hierarchy of activated agency in the 

categories of description.   

In the data analysis, whole scripts were utilized to derive themes and categories of 

description.  By combining the “what” and “how” aspects of school selection, an 

anatomy of the lived experience of parent-gentrifiers’ school-selection process emerged 

from the data (Table 9). 
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Table 9  

Anatomy of Gentrifiers’ School-selection process 

Experience Structural Aspect Referential Aspect 

 External 

Horizon 

Internal 

Horizon 

 

Agency Choice Forging a path 

of information 

Investment of time, energy and/or money 

toward seeking best school options or 

making them happen.  Original focus on the 

community now aimed at schools, 

coordinates class rosters for pre-

kindergarten groups, manages parent 

playgroups or websites and email.  Joins the 

PTA prior to having children to create a 

better scenario.  Visionary parents who set 

the tone, protocol, and influence.    

Collaboration.  Mentoring offered. 

Social 

Network 

 

Choice Levels, forms 

and influences 

of 

communication 

Gradually evolving circle that auto-adjusts 

with each ed. step from daycare to pre-K to 

K-5 to middle school to high school. Life 

experiences create strong bond and sense of 

community for CORE/shakers parent groups 

in transitional areas.  A move further from 

the core due to F/T work, splits/divisions 

along the educational trajectory, etc. creates 

a fragmented social network.  Mentoring 

roles sought, mostly upward.  Work 

colleagues, isolated parents due to work or 

skills.  Working mothers lean toward email, 

Facebook and texting as methods for daily 

contact, but school selection conversations 

were generally face to face.  

Social 

Space 

Choice Obtaining 

information in 

certain areas 

with a 

proclivity to 

meet others 

with same 

agenda 

Construction of the park, parks, playgroups, 

pools, elementary and middle school charter, 

preschool cooperatives, school and/or 

neighborhood meetings, story time, phone, 

website, email, Facebook, friends, neutral 

territory of parks.  Those not connected to 

playgroup social space experience 

everything frequently alone.  (But not due to 

working mothers, etc.) 
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Social    

Agenda 

Choice Weighing the 

individual 

versus society–

division of self 

“I don’t want my child to be the only one of 

anything”.    Schools ‘do not meet the 

criteria’, no racial diversity or refusal to 

speak because of offensive personal views.  

Practicing privilege of choice, taking social 

responsibility and investing in the schools 

and the neighborhood, counter racism, 

comfort with diversity.   

Educational 

Agenda 

Choice Curriculum Teachers, direct instruction and its targets, 

learn versus play, length of school day, 

testing scandal and issues, 

districting/zoning, out of date 

websites/information/ long-term educational 

planning, lottery of charters, move during 

pregnancy, before age 4 or before middle 

school. 

 

Table 9 summarizes the categories of description derived from the data analysis, 

yielding four sections of detailed description of each category, synthesizing the 

information from Tables 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8.   The categories of description were derived 

from repeated analysis of whole scripts from 30 participants.  Within each category, 

commonalities arose from the variations.  I utilized lengthy illustrative quotations in the 

discussion of each category to provide a context to the situation and perspective of 

participants and systemically support the categories as derived. The categories of 

description are intended to describe phases, but not essentialize the lived experience of 

parent-gentrifiers into one category.  Their responses have fluidity between categories 

based on the level of awareness of each theme at the time–context, time and space.  The 

resulting categories displayed a hierarchical trend in the level of activated agency, focal 

awareness, and reflection in the lived experience of parent-gentrifiers. 
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Diversity and the Social Agenda 

In the data analysis, racial diversity is an embedded theme in the data, manifesting 

itself in various aspects of school choice, ranging from a deterrent to the public schools to 

an attraction.   Diversity did not appear in the coded hierarchy, but rather presented itself 

in non-linear ways.  As an indirect object of school selection, diversity is referred to as 

participants’ social agenda because it is expressed as a social responsibility and, thus, a 

social influence.  For many participants, the lack of racial diversity in the schools is 

stated as a concern they have as they approach school choice.  The desire for 

heterogeneity is expressed as a motive for gentrifying and a necessity for the schools, and 

a commonality in the variation of responses is that parents would like to see racially (and 

socio-economically) integrated schools, yet not be the first ones or only ones to do so.  

Three quotations that I utilized in FOLLOWER are repeated in this section regarding 

diversity, because they represent the overlap in approaches with regard to social agenda. 

Juliana illustrates the tone and division in her neighborhood regarding how the 

market options affect racial diversity.  

 

Juliana: Like if they are a parent, people ask me all the time.  “So how is 

Parkside Elementary like, really?” and I have to look at them like “Have you ever 

been to Parkside Elementary?”  Most peoples’ hang-up is the racial thing, and it is 

what it is, you know.  If you just look at it as a racial issue, it’s not diverse.  But if 

you look at it just as an individual child issue, I think they do great by the 

individual children.  As a group, it’s not super diverse.  So when people ask me 

about it, I am always just kind of thinking like nobody wants to ever really come 

out and say, “Well, how come there’s not more White people there because there 

is a ton of White people with young kids that live in Grant Park. Why aren’t they 

sending their kids there?”  You know, but you have to kind of read in between the 

lines like, what are they really asking.  Why are they asking?  There is a lot of that 

and then I hear parents that I talk to, who are at Neighborhood Charter School and 

they feel the same way --Neighborhood Charter School is becoming too White.  

There are very few Black kids in the younger grades over there, and so they are 

like “Oh, are we making this into the White school for Grant Park?”  And this is 
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the Black school for Grant Park, I mean more or less.  And I know they don’t 

want to be at the White school, but it really, it makes me... and then when Imagine 

Wesley opened, that’s siphoned off even more families.  I just wish if everyone in 

Grant Park went to Parkside Elementary or just the regular public school that was 

there, they would just be amazing and awesome, but it’s like they have the 

neighborhood divided now… 

 

Lisa’s number one priority is diversity.  However, her formal school option (Kirkwood) 

is 85% Black, 12% White, which, in her opinion, lacks diversity.  Her expectation was 

that the racial integration in the neighborhood would bring racial integration in the 

schools by the time her children enrolled.  But, the racial integration of the area schools 

has not occurred as quickly as the neighborhood expected.  She expresses an implicit 

ideal of a certain kind of integration or diversity in her narrative.  

 

Lisa: Well that’s the thing. Everybody’s priorities are kind of different.  I 

think all of the school options that we have really different….Everybody’s 

priorities are different and I know, that really the biggest priority for me 

personally right now is sort of diversification.  Like I don’t want him to be 

the only White child in his class, and I also don’t want to send him to a 

school that is all White children, you know?  And I think that’s what we 

are kind of looking at right now that there is not -- there isn’t much of a 

diversification, which we knew that when we moved here, but like I was 

saying at the beginning, I think we all thought that those changes would 

have happened a little sooner and faster and that we would kind of be 

more at that point by now than we are.    

 

Juliana comes from a racially diverse upbringing, and her prior experiences frame her 

aspirations for her children’s education.   

 

Juliana: I went to all public schools, and I went to very racially and socio-

economically diverse schools, and I went to a predominantly Black high 

school, but it was very diverse.  It was near the university, so a lot of 

eclectic creative intellectual types... but that is where all my friends come 

from.  So again like trying to re-create that for my kids.  I was looking at 

where is this in Atlanta? … I’m not totally thrilled with the fact that it’s 
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not as racially diverse.  I mean, it’s 90% Black  - my child is the only 

White kid in the class.  ...  I wish there was more racial diversity there.  

That bothers me. But other than that, it has been a great experience, but I 

do stress over the fact that they did not make AYP.   

 

Ava chose racial diversity as a priority in the education of her children, so she chose a 

private school out of the neighborhood.   

 

Ava: ...and I think one thing about The Children’s School that we really like is 

that it has more racial diversity than the charter school does now.  So the 

economic diversity is not very good, but I think I have noticed that the 

neighborhood charter school over the years has less and less diversity, and that 

was a priority for us.  

  

Deb presents another perspective where she does not explicitly state race as an issue, so it 

is subject to interpretation as to why she will not send her children to the public school.  

In her experiences in the playgroup, she is silent so that her comments do not offend 

other mothers who are already participating in the school and their choices.  Further, she 

states that she is waiting for potential change in the future.  

 

Deb: I guess I feel really good with the type of people that I have met that live in 

the neighborhood and that I have met through these times that I’ve gotten together 

at [their houses].  I feel like we have a lot in common.  We all have kind of 

similar thoughts and views on our kids, which I really like that, because that is 

what I really wanted.  But on the other hand, when the topic of school comes up I 

tend to be uncomfortable because I don’t..[hesitation] I have very strong opinions 

on what I think is right for my child.  So, I don’t like to share too much about how 

I feel, because I feel like it might be offensive to some people.  I tend to just 

generally be in the conversation, but never get into the specifics. Plus, my child is 

so little right now.   I know that things may change as she gets older and we are 

faced with having to put her in school, whereas these mothers, a lot of their 

children are already in school.  So, I don’t like to say too much about that choice 

or anything, stuff  like that, because I don’t want to offend anybody, you know. 
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Joselyn discusses the racial diversity of the neighborhood schools, adding another 

dimension of variation to the pool of meaning because her family is African-American.  

Her perspective and lived experience in school choice reflects a different angle on the 

diverse, inclusive social experience parent-gentrifiers seek for their children.   

 

Joselyn: ...And I think about demographics -- like for us, one of the main 

things that we struggle with is that we don’t want our kids in an all-White 

environment and we don’t want an all-Black environment, which is why 

we actually chose the [outside option school], because it is like almost 50-

50.  And so that’s hard because the better schools, the schools like [she 

lists four] are there up in North Atlanta.  And they don’t have too many 

children of color.  So we have to take in things into consideration that 

other people may not have to take into consideration when they are just 

thinking about the information that they get.  So while, you know, if we 

had the choice to go to [one of those elementary schools], we might not 

necessarily choose that for a child because it might not be the right racial 

and ethnic mix that we would want.   As far as multiculturalism, Toomer 

doesn’t offer that.  So even though I would like to say well, we rate test 

scores highly and we want our kids to go to schools that have great 

achievement, that’s not necessarily what we would place above making 

sure that they would have a good kind of social experience as well.  We 

don’t want them to be outsiders to the experience. 

 

Rosie describes the efforts of the community to maintain public spaces where 

social mixing can occur.   

Rosie: …And so that pool has now been renovated and restored and enlarged and 

in the summertime, in particular is a really vibrant place.  Not only for I think sort 

of upper middle class White folks, largely White folks not all who may be moved 

to the neighborhood in the 90s.  But it is truly one of those places that I 

experienced in Atlanta as being unique in that people of a variety of different 

classes and of different backgrounds and ethnicities truly play together at the 

public swimming pool in the summer.  And that makes this neighborhood feel 

great ...  So that, I am happy with, actually I am very happy with the social life 

that my family has, because I don’t know that any truly integrated communities 

are easy to find.  But this one is certainly trying... I feel like this community has 

tried to hold on to the diversities that it does have and has not failed at it.  

Obviously there is always room for improvement, but I think that between some 

of the schools, the churches and some of the neighborhood groups like the 

neighborhood association, Grant Park Conservancy or the Grant Park Parent 



 189 

 

Network and the Friends of the Grant Park Pool, we have been able to hold onto 

public spaces so that all the city residents of the neighborhood can come together 

and have good places to be together. 

 

With regard to increasing residential integration and school resegregation, the 

participants demonstrated a desire for diversity, but reticence at being the minority in any 

school.  Grant Park participants did respond that alternatives to the public school created 

a division in racial integration, whereas Kirkwood residents expressed fewer concerns 

over racial diversity and resegregation.  Grant Park and Kirkwood demonstrated 

similarities to the two schools studied by Cucchiara and Horvat (2009) where the levels 

of collaboration in parents’ efforts ranged from strongly individualistic to highly 

collaborative and those efforts were clustered by school.  Grant Park participants have an 

alternative to the public school and parents express concern about their lottery chance, 

whereas Kirkwood residents have collaboratively approached change for the benefit of 

the neighborhood based on  the existing school as evidenced by their pre-children PTA 

participation.  While Grant Park parents also collaborated before having children, their 

efforts focused on the creation of an alternative charter school.  Juliana emphasizes this 

point in her response to the future issue of high school, revealing distaste for the 

numerous options because it fractured the community and spread the involved parents 

thinly across the available school choices.   

 

Juliana: But it’s like everyone spends so much time.  Like what are we to 

do?  What we can do?  Like with the high school, you know, I am [close] 

Maynard Jackson High School.  So everyone is like what are we going to 

do?  Should we start a charter high school?  I am like if everyone in the 

neighborhood sent their kids to Maynard Jackson High School; you would 

have so many involved parents that would be like one hundred kids.  If 

you had 100 9th graders whose parents who were involved, it would be 

diverse.  It would be great for the kids that have parents who are involved.  
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It would be great.  It could only be positive, and I don’t know why people 

don’t want to do that. 

 

Juliana reiterates the sentiment expressed by others that the number of options disperses 

the potential core of parents interested in integrating the public schools.  Diversity did 

appear as an approach to school selection in the data, but did not correspond to a 

hierarchical order.  Parents expressed a desire for diversity and racial balance in their 

school selection process. 

 

 

The Outcome Space of Parent-Gentrifiers’ School Selection Experience 

The qualitatively different ways parent-gentrifiers experience the school-selection 

process is answered through the phenomenographic relationship between “What” and 

“How”.   The individual interviews were subsequently reviewed iteratively to refine the 

categories and match categories with interview excerpts.  When data analysis reached a 

point of saturation and no further categories emerged, I organized the outcome space.  

Selected participant responses are presented to exemplify the variation in responses and 

the empirical pool of meanings.  The following passages from interviews serve as 

illustrative quotations, representing the variation in the responses.  The quotations are 

intended to show the variation in responses and the subsequent commonalities. 

The structure of the outcome space represents the concepts of the lived experience of 

school selection as a collective experience, or the commonalities in the variation of 

responses.  My presentation of the results did not necessarily parallel the sequence of data 

analysis in order to enhance readability.  Therefore, the structure of the outcome space is 
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the step prior to the composition of the categories of description. The categories of 

description represent the hierarchical relationships among concepts, including the 

structural and referential aspects discussed in this chapter, enriching the structure of the 

outcome space of parent-gentrifiers’ school selection experience (Figure 11). 
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Figure 11. The Outcome Space of Gentrifiers’ School Selection Experience. 

School-selection process 

WHAT is school 

selection? 
 

HOW is selection 

experienced? 
 

Public School 

Charter School 

Private School 

Homeschool/ 

Unschool 

No choice or 

decision 

External 

Horizon: Choice 

 

 Internal Horizon:   

Affordability, 

religious affiliation 

 

External 

Horizon: Choice 

 
Internal Horizon: 

Rejection of public 

and private 

External 

Horizon: Choice 
 

Approach Skills 

Social 

Skills/Capital 
Agency 

Social Network Leadership &  

Initiative 

Social Space 

Social Agenda 

Cultural 

Capital/Logic 

External Horizon: 

Choice 

 
Internal Horizon:  

Forging a path of 

information 

 

External Horizon: 

Choice 

 

Internal Horizon:  Levels, 

forms and influence of 

communication 

 

External Horizon: 

Choice 

 

Internal Horizon:  

 Where 

information obtained 

 

External Horizon: 

Choice 
 

Internal Horizon:  

Weighing self vs. society 

 

External Horizon:  

Strategy 

Internal Horizon:  

Forging a path/ 

network  

 

External Horizon:  

Strategy 

 
Internal Horizon:  

Organizational skills and 

influence 

 

External Horizon:  

Strategy 

Internal Horizon:  

Personal experience 

 

Internal Horizon:  

No knowledge of 

options 

 

External 

Horizon: Choice 
 

Internal Horizon: 

Perceptions of 

zoned school 

 

External 

Horizon: Choice 
 

Internal Horizon: 

Lottery and chance 

Educational 

Agenda 

External Horizon: 

Choice 

 Internal Horizon:   

Social Reproduction 

 



 193 

 

The structure of the outcome space is flexible and fluid such that it is not a rigid 

set of steps.  Rather the relationships among the approaches of parent-gentrifiers 

experiencing school selection are subject to time, space, and context in the life-cycle of 

parent-gentrifiers.  For example, if a parent has multiple children, she will most likely 

escalate or ascend in agency because her knowledge base (cultural capital) and social 

connections (social capital) will multiply over time.  For example, Eliza, Bernadette, 

Juliana, and Joselyn, chose and maintained different options for their first child than that 

which they considered for their second child.  The outcome space is used to explain the 

key themes of variation in the lived experience.   

The hierarchy of the outcome space reflects an increase in participants’ deep 

responses and reflections.  For example, a parent-gentrifier approaching school selection 

by education agenda and social agenda with surface responses describes a lower level of 

focal awareness and reflection than a participant using the agency approach.  I further 

identified the skills utilized that were common in participant responses: social to identify 

the social skills/capital used; leadership and initiative to take action; and their background 

of cultural capital and cultural logic.   

The skills each participant exhibits vary greatly in their combinations.  For 

example, a participant who possesses the skills of leadership/initiative and cultural 

capital/logic, and approaches school selection with agency, is likely to be a mentor to 

others who do not possess that combination of approaches and skills.  If they also possess 

social skills, they are likely to collaborate to pursue changes in the neighborhood or 

school in school selection, such as the charter school formed by parents in Grant Park.  

Likewise, it is feasible that parent-gentrifiers using multiple approaches to school 
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selection will reach a deeper perspective and define the lived experience of school 

selection in more comprehensive ways.  For example, the depth and complexity of 

Rosie’s interview reveal multiple approaches used to select schools and a reflection on 

those approaches.  She describes her skills, all five of the approaches, and defines school 

choice in elevated, multifarious ways.  

I conducted the same analysis on all participants where their selection strategies, 

perception of school choice, and the meaning of school choice were distinguished and 

categorized for comparison, generating a macro-pattern with variation.  A hierarchical 

structure exists in the outcome space where the emphasis is not on a comprehensive 

structure, but one that represents the potential use of multiple approaches in the school-

selection process.  As parents engage in multiple strategies which, themselves, evolve in 

complexity with respect to social skills, leadership/organizational skills, and cultural 

knowledge, more intricate, reflective ways of choosing schools emerge.  

  

 

Conclusion 

 I presented the analysis of the data in order to substantiate and validate the results.  

Interview transcripts were systemically coded and categorized using the iterative process 

fundamental to phenomenography.  With each reading, my focal awareness engaged 

other meanings/approaches within the transcripts and the patterns of commonality that I 

may not have observed in a previous reading.  I derived the categories of description of 

the outcome space based on phenomenographic methodologies.  The outcome space 

represents multiple combinations of aspects present in the lived experience of parent-

gentrifiers’ school selection.  Although the outcome space of this research does not yield 
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a finite set of experiences, phenomenography does assume a finite number of experiences 

and my study approximates the range of the pool of potential experiences.  Research 

conducted in the same vein is expected to substantiate and contribute to the outcome 

space that emerged in this study.  In the next and final chapter, I provide additional 

validation of the study based on its connections to the previous literature.   
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSION 

The intent of the research is to explore the random ways or variation in perception 

and understanding of the lived experience of school selection for parent-gentrifiers by 

addressing three focus questions that explore the what and how of those lived 

experiences.  In concluding the research, I will recapitulate and discuss the findings, 

provide a critique of the study and its implications for multi-disciplinary research, and 

make suggestions for future research.  

 

Summary of the Study 

My research explores the lived experiences of parent-gentrifiers in Atlanta, 

Georgia.  The use of phenomenography was an iterative data analysis to produce four 

categories with the deliberation of five key themes of variation: agency, social network, 

social space (place-making), social agenda (with respect to diversity), and educational 

agenda.  I reviewed data further for a relationship between school information, school 

choice, and the influence of social networks on school choice.  Likewise, I analyzed the 

strategies employed by parents in their search for school options and their social 

networking activities.  The relationships between variations and levels of complexity 

found in the study form a scaffold for the role of the lived experience of school selection 

for parent-gentrifiers.   
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Summary of the Findings and Connection to the Literature 

Data responses regarding the “What” and “How” of parent-gentrifiers’ school-

selection process are derived from the phenomenographic interviews.  Four categories of 

description and five themes of agency, social networks, social space, social 

responsibility, and educational agenda, emerged from the data.  Participants described 

strategies for selecting schools that included activating agency, social networking, place-

making in the social space, social agenda, and educational agenda.  A hierarchy of the 

social versus individual evolved in the categories of description of  the experience of 

selecting schools, consistent with DeSena’s (2009) research that parents will espouse a 

politically progressive ideology, yet act in their own self-interest, caught in the duality of 

self (Nagel, 1991).  The first levels, LONER and FOLLOWER maintained a focus on 

individual interests and a lack of agency or knowledge whereas SEARCHER and 

COLLABORATOR reflected more concern about the community and social 

responsibility to all children with the ability to activate agency as necessary.  The 

development of this hierarchy supports DeSena (2009) and Schneider and Buckley 

(2002) where the social agenda takes a back seat to individual benefits. 

As parent-gentrifiers experience encounters with the phenomenon of school 

selection, their focal awareness changes from the in-town neighborhood to in-town 

education.  A sample size of 30 presents an opportunity to see the variation in responses 

and approximate the finite number of ways parent-gentrifiers experience school selection. 

The outcome space does not represent the finite set of attributes of the school selection 

experience, but contributes to a substantial pool of meaning of the collective lived 

experience of parent-gentrifiers in the school selection process.     
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The data analysis for the “What” aspect of school selection produced five options 

of school choice and five forms of communication.  The five school choice options were 

consistent with the previous research (DeSena, 2009; Schneider & Buckley, 2002; 

Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2000), whereas the five forms of communication were 

not previously researched with regard to the topic of parent-gentrifiers’ school-selection 

process.  The final research question was addressed by developing the schematic to 

qualitatively explain the “what” and “how” of school selection.  Categories of 

Description (Table 8), the Anatomy of Gentrifiers’ School-selection process (Table 9), 

and the Outcome Space of Gentrifiers’ School Selection Experience (Figure 10) provide 

the complex description of ways parent-gentrifiers lived the experience of the school-

selection process.  

School selection involves formal or informal choice.  Choice manifested itself in 

this study not only with regard to what school, but also with the opportunity to activate 

agency and leadership in the process of school selection as parents actively engaged.  In 

the previous literature, choice manifests in the forms of economic, social, and cultural 

capital resources.  One way to increase equitable access to information is through the 

publication of a common core of school options.  For example, if the education agenda 

items regarding formal and informal school options in a neighborhood, school day 

schedule, curriculum taught, instructional methods, and teacher ratings/reviews were 

presented via a website or information brochure, it would provide a base knowledge and 

cultural capital to residents, foster technological connections, or channel the time parents 

spend gain such information into opportunities in which they activate their agency.  

Parents of higher educational attainment are more proficient at networking to find the 
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shortcuts to this information (Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2000).   Many parents did 

use the website greatschools.org for information, and greatschools.org publishes an 

annual of school choice information for select cities but not Atlanta.  A collection and 

distribution of such information would enable cross-class shortcuts to guide the school-

selection process.      

Racial diversity was an embedded theme in the results.  Parent-gentrifiers’ school 

choice and residential location demonstrates that 10/14 or 71% of Grant Park participants 

were oriented toward the Neighborhood Charter School, pending lottery results.  In 

contrast, 9/16 or 56% of Kirkwood parents were thinking about the public school; 3/16 or 

19% had utilized both public and private simultaneously; and 4/16 or 25% were 

considering private or charter out of the neighborhood.  The ideal of where participants 

stated they would send their children conflicted with the actual preferences they 

expressed in the interviews.  Kirkwood parents expressed an appreciation for diversity 

and support of the public school in concept, but when their preferences were tallied from 

16 interviews, the public school captured little more than half of its zoned attendance 

area.  The conflict between statement and selection behavior is consistent with Schneider 

and Buckley’s (2002) research on parents’ actions that contradict the priorities they 

express for their children’s education, and how they guide them.  (DeSena, 2009) argues 

the same conflict between liberal ideology and actual school selection outcomes in her 

ethnographic study on Greenpoint.   

Likewise, Cucchiara and Horvat (2009) found that levels of collaboration and 

community effort  focused on all children breed long-term success as opposed to efforts 

focused on individual benefit that fail to bring about long-term change in urban schools.  
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Grant Park formed a charter school that has successfully attracted the neighborhood 

students, but left the public school racially segregated.  DeSena (2009) refers this as 

“parallel play” where the neighborhood racially stratifies by school attendance (p. 6).   

Kirkwood, in an earlier phase of gentrification, is able to attract 9 of 16 of the participants 

into the public school and has a 10% increase in White students, an increase in racial 

integration.  The effect of participants’ school choice on both neighborhoods results in 

two very different scenarios: Grant Park with a majority Black public school and a 

majority White charter school; and Kirkwood, with one integrating public school.   The 

more gentrified neighborhood provides an option-demand system, resulting in two 

racially segregated schools, supporting the notion that gentrification contributes to racial 

segregation in education (DeSena, 2009).  

Parents and their social networks from the two neighborhoods operated in 

different ways toward similar goals.  For example, Grant Park is a neighborhood 

previously zoned into five different schools and did not correspond to a single public 

school whereas Kirkwood did.  When a new elementary school was built in Grant Park, 

the public school district did not zone the school to cover the entire community.  

Depending on where one lived in Grant Park, one’s child could be zoned into one of five 

different schools, though the area of the neighborhood is only two square miles.  

Therefore, when the Neighborhood Charter School opened in 2002 just one mile away 

from the new public elementary school, parents chose to enter the lottery and send their 

children to the Neighborhood Charter School,  maintaining a community attachment.  

Their choice left a gap in the expected and actual enrollment for Parkside Elementary 

School.  Atlanta Public Schools originally excluded 75% of the Grant Park community in 
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the Parkside attendance zone.  “The proposed zone only went as far as Confederate 

Avenue, effectively eliminating about 75% of the Grant Park neighborhood from its 

attendance zone, and most of the parents involved in the initial school effort,” (Hankins, 

2004, p. 230).  The current Parkside Elementary Attendance zone includes approximately 

75% of the Grant Park community, based on Atlanta Public Schools’ (n.d.) map.  

In contrast, the parents in Kirkwood had physical boundaries that matched their 

community space.  While the Grant Park parents operated in different spheres due to the 

fractioning of the neighborhood, Kirkwood had one neighborhood elementary school 

serving all students within its boundaries.  In 2010-2011, Atlanta Public Schools 

combined Kirkwood’s lottery pre-Kindergarten class with another, more affluent 

neighborhood’s pre-K for the next school year.  The next year, the affluent school’s 

children were to return to Mary Lin for kindergarten, leaving Kirkwood with a reduced 

class size and parents without a reason to attach or participate in place-making activities 

because they will not attend Toomer in grades 1-5.  If the lottery only placed Kirkwood 

students in Toomer Elementary, the school would have been able to retain a full pre-

Kindergarten class for the next year and cultivate parent-school relationships.   

 

 

Finding #1  

Atlanta Public Schools created instability by creating flux in the neighborhood 

through zoning and moving the site of educational programs such as Mary Lin’s Pre-K 

program (not in reference to the Neighborhood Charter School).  In both Kirkwood and 

Grant Park, the school district did not provide opportunities for parents to attach at early 

phases, due to the constant rezoning and the instability of the location of programs.  In 
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addition,  the testing scandal created discomfort in the longevity of their school options.    

Parents expressed a desire to know that the choice they make will still be a viable choice 

for their child in subsequent years, specifically as they make transitions into middle and 

high school.   

 

 

Finding #2 

Social space played a significant role to the social networking and place-

attachment of parent-gentrifiers.  The typical homes were Victorian and Craftsman 

bungalows, so there was not enough space to host playgroups.  Parents in the gentrifying 

neighborhoods faced playgroups of up to 50 children, which could only meet on nice 

days at the park or playground.  Schools could provide a social space for new 

parents/playgroups from the beginning to foster place-attachment.  Parents look for 

physical space to convert into social space for playgroups and meetings.  If schools open 

up a classroom or the gym, etc. to parents in the neighborhood, those stable relationships 

and familiarity would already be in place when school selection came to the forefront.  

Further, stable relationships with the school space, the school, and other parents decrease 

student attrition (ABT Associates, Inc., 2003).  Walker (2010) found that the parental 

choice process began long before mandatory/statutory education in the United Kingdom.  

Foresight and strategic planning could establish the public school as a neighborhood 

social space long before the school-selection process begins or before they seek a charter.  

Primary schools that established nursery provisions were able to retain the children when 

they turned five and were old enough for kindergarten (Walker, 2010; See also Maguire 

et al., 2001).  Neighborhood schools could recreate their role through such place-
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attachment strategies to be a pillar of the community.  Cucchiara and Horvat (2009) find 

that a collective orientation to parent involvement benefits all children in the school, and 

that is what occurred in Kirkwood.  Due to their lack of options, Kirkwood parents united 

via the playgroups to transform the school into a place they would want to send their 

children.  In contrast, Grant Park parents had at least two options that divided the 

collective abilities of the community from the beginning, spreading the parent resources 

thin and resulting in the dichotomous social spaces of the Neighborhood Charter School 

or Parkside Elementary where place-attachment would occur. 

 

 

Finding #3 

Social networks were essential to the formation of cultural capital with parent-

gentrifiers.  Participants discussed school options with their peers, beginning with 

playgroups, as addressed in Finding #2 where social networks formed through 

community activities and playgroups.  Moreover, they utilized the education level and 

cultural capital in the form of credentials to evaluate and filter that cross-talk.  This 

finding is consistent with the previous literature (André-Bechely, 2005a, 2005b; Ball, 

2003, 2005; DeSena, 2006; 2009; Schneider & Buckley, 2002; Schneider, Teske, & 

Marschall; 2000).  The levels of activated agency and collaboration within those social 

networks influenced the place-making activities in both neighborhoods.  One result of 

place-making was two racially homogenous schools and one integrating school.  During 

the data analysis, I realized a distinction in group strategies (Table 10) where the 

evolution of the social network or lack thereof, affects the strategies and approaches of 

parent-gentrifiers in the school-selection process. 
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Table 10 

Grouped School Selection Strategies 

Type     Description 

FADERS or 

Movers - operate 

on the margins of 

the social 

network of the 

neighborhood. 

Their indecision 

or lack of 

cohesion does not 

provide stable 

parent support or 

involvement.  

This is the group 

that must be 

‘caught’ by the 

school system. 

Individual choices and situations begin to segregate participants 

from the neighborhood peer group by the following referential 

aspects 

a. work schedules–parents did not have flexible full time 

employment as peer group, some did not work and peers did 

b. peer/social network divisions, beginning with playgroup cliques 

c. pre-school choices 

d. elementary school choices 

e. long-term divisions based on thoughts regarding middle school 

and high school 

- this group is not easily influenced in their thought process 

-this group expressed concern about the testing scandal 

-this group operates at the individual, isolated level leaving it with: 

a. low number of reliable sources 

b. lower number of resources 

c. research is conducted via the internet 

d. selection statements include unschool, homeschool, and no 

selection process 

CORE or 

Shakers - 

essential to the 

stability of the 

neighborhood 

Group/Social Network  

a. work schedules similar to peer group, flexible schedules or stay at 

home  

b. united from the beginning/united front 

c. face challenges as a group  

d. agency derives from strength in numbers as well as individual 

leadership 

e. follow similar educational trajectories for their children 

f. influenced by peer decisions/choices 

g. they bring many resources including their time and education to 

the table, perceived as sources of highly reliable information to 

peers 

h. not fazed by testing issues/scandal due to their agency 

i. know their options, have been to the school, served on the PTA 

before having children 
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I refer to the grouped selection strategies as FADERS/Movers and 

CORE/Shakers, which I later discovered to be sociological terms used to describe the 

structure of community power (Trounstine & Christensen, 1982).  Whereas the movers 

and shakers in Trounstine and Christensen (1982) refer to the powerful and influential 

members of a community, I utilize the terms to describe the group strategies of two 

groups in a neighborhood.  In my research, FADERS/Movers demonstrated a lack of 

commitment to the neighborhood and community.  Unless something really changed, 

they would potentially move or fade out of the neighborhood.  In contrast, the 

CORE/Shakers were committed to making change happen in the neighborhood and 

schools without discussing the possibility of exiting the neighborhood.  They were active 

parent-citizens.  The variation in responses produced a description of whom the public 

school systems may focus on and capture in order to increase neighborhood stability–the 

FADERS/Movers.  Grouped selection strategy themes are distinctly present, but not 

dichotomous, representing a continuum of the grouped selection approach of parent-

gentrifiers as they employ skills and activities in the school-selection process.   

 

 

Finding #4 

The forms of communication most favored by the participants reflected their time 

and involvement in the community.  The parents who had flexible schedules or did not 

work outside of the home did not use electronic communication such as texting and email 

to the extent of those who worked full time.  Further, Facebook was utilized most often in 

the situation of participants who worked full-time and wanted to maintain social 
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connections in the educational trajectory of their child.  The rejection of Facebook and 

email as forms of correspondence in favor of telephones and personal contact could 

signify a rejection of the global in favor of place where personalized interaction reigns.  

In other words, participants want to personalize their form of communication when the 

conversation centers on school options.  

 

 

Finding #5 

Parent-gentrifiers expressed a desire for racially and socially integrated schools 

and neighborhoods.  Parents sought racial diversity in schools and straddled Nagel’s 

(1991) moral dilemma in their school-selection process.  They did not want exclusively 

White schools but extremes in the racial composition of their options created choices that 

resulted in segregation.   

To verify the data results against actual demographics, I looked at change in three 

years of student demographics for Parkside Elementary, Neighborhood Charter School, 

and Toomer Elementary.  Parkside Elementary School, with a population of 503 students, 

experienced a 1% decrease in Black students and a 2% increase in White students [to 6% 

White overall] from 2007-2008 through 2009-2010, with a 3% increase in economic 

disadvantage.  Neighborhood Charter School, with a population of 348 students, 

experienced a 10% decrease in Black students and a 9% increase in White students [to 

62% White overall] from 2007-2008 through 2009-2010, with a 9% increase in economic 

disadvantage.    Toomer Elementary School, with a population of 170 students, 

experienced a 9% decrease in Black students and a 10% increase in White students [to 

12% White] from 2007-2008 through 2009-2010, with an 11% decrease in economic 
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disadvantage (Georgia Department of Education, n.d.).  The trends in the past 3 years are 

toward an increasingly White majority school at Neighborhood Charter, a relatively 

stable Black majority population at Parkside Elementary, and an integrating White 

population in Toomer.   Kirkwood was a 64% majority Black neighborhood (CityData, 

2011a) and a larger portion of the participants chose the neighborhood school [Toomer].  

In contrast, Grant Park is a majority White neighborhood (CityData, 2011b) with two 

racially separate schools.  A majority of Grant Park participants enrolled in the majority 

White Neighborhood Charter School.    

Schneider and Buckley (2002) found middle-class parents consider student 

demographics to be a prime factor in the school-selection process.  The participants in 

this study expressed the desire for diversity, but in an option-demand scenario, their 

school choice preferences did not necessarily conform.  DeSena (2009) found that 

gentrification results in segregation, and the parent-gentrifiers of the more gentrified 

neighborhood, Grant Park, did express this variation with regard to their option-demand 

system of education and choice.  However, where no formal alternative school option 

existed, more research participants integrated their children in the public school, rejecting 

DeSena’s (2009) generalization that parent-gentrifiers reject the public schools, and 

supporting Hoxby’s (1994) finding that more school options have a small effect on ethnic 

and socioeconomic segregation.    

 

Finding #6 

I approached this research without consideration for the feminist approach 

considered in previous research in order to remain unbiased and to bracket my own 
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experience as a parent-gentrifier /mother-gentrifier.  Previous literature argued that 

school selection was highly gendered activity in which mothers primarily engaged 

(Brantlinger, 2003; DeSena, 2006, 2009; Griffith & Smith, 2005; Reay, 1998a).  Diane 

Reay (1998a) used a critical lens to examine the mothering practices and parental 

involvement.  Dorothy Smith was a pioneer in conceptualizing mothers’ educational 

involvement as unpaid work (Reay, 1998, p. 8).  Alison Griffith and Dorothy Smith 

(2005) describe the “discourse of mothering” as the semantics that establish rapport 

within the circle of mothers (p. 31).  Finally, Ellen Brantlinger (2003) explored the 

middle class and social inequality through school choice and parental involvement via 

mothers.  In summary, these authors contributed greatly to the topic of the middle-class 

educational strategies where mothers and mothering discourse are significant to the social 

network or grapevine that influences the network and the genderization of the previous 

literature.   

With respect to my research, mothers were not targeted as participants.  My 

research flyer was posted on the Grant Park Parent Network website as well as the 

Kirkwood Library.  In the park, I spoke with many couples where the men deferred the 

conversation to their spouses.  All respondents were female.  The one male who met the 

screening criteria had his wife call in response.  In all mixed gender couples, the male 

worked full time out of the home, and the female may have worked (See Table 2).  I did 

have a small number of single mothers whom all worked full-time.  The lack of male 

involvement in my study may support the previous literature, but the previous literature 

found school selection and parent involvement to be highly gendered research activities 

in which mothers engaged (Ball, 2003, 2006; Brantlinger, 2003; DeSena, 2006, 2009; 
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Griffith & Smith, 2005; Reay, 1998).  Further research regarding the role of males in 

school selection may contribute a different perspective to school selection activity in the 

literature, including Reay, Crozier, and James’ (2011) recent effort to provide equitable 

representation through sampling strategies that included equal gender representation 

among participants. 

 

 

Finding #7 

In reviewing the literature and making connections, I realized an alternative 

explanation for the variation in responses between Kirkwood and Grant Park.  Kirkwood 

was a neighborhood in an earlier stage of transition, yielding lower home prices than 

Grant Park, and, thus, a lower initial neighborhood economic investment than Grant Park.  

Previous research correlates mother’s education as the highest predictor of choosing an 

alternative to the attendance-zoned school such that “When a child’s mother has more 

education, she appears to be more willing to search out the best educational alternative 

for her children, and she is more able to seek out alternatives to neighborhood schools” 

(Godwin & Kemerer, 2002, p. 34).  Further, higher levels of parental education make one 

more likely to expect their children to attend college, be more helpful with homework, 

and have higher levels of parental involvement.   

With this in mind, Kirkwood parents may not have had a similar habitus or 

cultural capital as Grant Park parents.  Perhaps the variation between neighborhoods was 

not based on the level of gentrification, but the educational and socioeconomic caliber of 

parent occupying the respective neighborhoods, where their socioeconomic status 

correlates to a different habitus where “even if extensive school choice is available and 
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parents have the money, time, and information to exercise choice, they may still not 

become choosers.  They will remain nonchoosers because their way of looking at the 

world (their habitus) precludes them from seeing that school choice is an avenue open to 

them, and because their cultural capital does not include skills necessary to make choices 

among schools” (Godwin & Kemerer, 2002, pp. 37-38).  The fact that many Kirkwood 

parents were oriented toward the neighborhood public school does not signify that they 

are nonchoosers.  Their lived experiences proved quite contrary. Their habitus and 

cultural capital may differ from that of Grant Park parents or their lack of formal options 

may instigate their choice and actions.   

Reay, Crozier, and James (2011) argue that the new middle-class is far from 

homogenous (p. 30), and their school selection process is intertwined with family habitus, 

acting as a strategy to avoid or recreate previous experiences.  I attribute the different 

approaches to school selection to the type of gentrifier based on the wave of 

gentrification.  For example,  Hackworth and Smith’s (2001) model entails the phases of 

gentrification as first wave, second wave, and third wave.  In addition to Hackworth and 

Smith’s (2001) model, Lees, Slater, and Wyly (2008) discuss fourth wave gentrification 

and super-gentrification as models of increasingly concentrated wealth in urban areas.  

Super-gentrification involves the social replacement of the ordinary middle classes 

existing in a gentrified neighborhood by those with more economic resources and 

investments (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008).  Butler and Lees (2006) extend on the distinct 

phases of the model to describe the respective type of gentrifier involved as having more 

economic capital and higher consumption demands with each advancing level.  Within 

the heterogeneous levels of gentrification, the habitus, forms of capital, and consumption 
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demands will also vary, potentially affecting their qualitative and quantitative 

contribution of skills, approaches, and meanings to the school-selection process.   

 

 

Finding #8 

A hierarchy emerged in the category of descriptions that I attribute to time, 

context, and space in the life trajectory of participants.  Parents of multiple children 

would have had previous experience with the school-selection process during the 

interview process.  Further, they potentially would have more extensive and established 

social networks, resulting in a different layer of focal awareness.   

 

 

Critique of the Study 

I return to some of the limitations previously discussed in Chapter 4.  The data 

analysis was conducted by one researcher, and group collaboration may have led my 

research to an expanded level of understanding or outcome space.  In addition, the nature 

of the research called for purposive and maximized variation sampling, yet such sampling 

may drive narrow results.   

 My research focused on the experience of the school-selection process for 

gentrifying parents but did not look into the schools’ perspectives as social spaces nor did 

I conduct school-based inquiry.  The screening tool did not delimit participants with 

children over the age of 5 who have already experienced the school-selection process or 

those who have made a decision via a feeder pre-school, thus eliminating the enigma or 

lack of knowledge/experience surrounding the school selection experience.  Future 

research in this vein would do better to cap the oldest child at pre-K.  However, parents 
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of children under three year of age would not necessarily have provided a representative 

sample group based on the amount of time between the research interviews and actual 

enrollment in Kindergarten.  Although I declare the aforementioned “limitations”, the 

contribution of these variations in context and situation contributed to rich data sources.   

A further limitation is the lack of generalizability of this research.   Only 

collective generalizations, based on the commonalities in categories of description, will 

be made.   Lincoln and Guba (1985) assert “naturalistic generalization” to be the best way 

for people to understand information–the way they would experience it- “intuitive, 

empirical, based on personal direct and vicarious experience” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 

120).  This empirical research is based on personal experiences in a small, context-laden 

situation and is, therefore, not necessarily replicable or generalizable because the 

limitations of qualitative research prevent generalization from one study to another.  The 

participants’ descriptions represent one moment in time, but the sample size of 30 

approximates the finite number of potential lived experiences.  For example, at another 

point in time, a parent-gentrifier’s response may be categorized as FOLLOWER or 

SEARCHER in lieu of COLLABORATOR, depending on the evolution or their social 

network or activation of agency.  The framework is intended to explain the common 

levels of lived experience a parent-gentrifier may encounter in a similar group.   

 

Implications for Educational Research 

On a grand scale, school districts must consider community cohesion when 

creating district attendance zones.  The situation in Grant Park may have had a very 

different outcome with regard to the neighborhood support for the Neighborhood Charter 
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School versus Parkside Elementary School.  Differences in the district’s approach from 

Grant Park to Kirkwood are clear.  The Parkside Elementary attendance zone cut through 

the community and was later altered to include 75% of the community.  As parents faced 

multiple schools in one community, they organized their efforts to create a satisfactory 

alternative to the formal school options. Within a year of renovating Parkside 

Elementary, Atlanta Public Schools also granted a charter to the neighborhoods of Grant 

Park and Ormewood Park for the Neighborhood Charter School.  The Kirkwood 

neighborhood continues to be zoned for one neighborhood school, Toomer Elementary.  

The neoliberal market opened up options of choice and opportunities effect change in the 

educational system through creating choice. 

Under a neoliberal market of choice, an important element to the success of urban 

school districts is their marketing strategy.  Urban cities offer multiple school choice 

options, depending on one’s desired commute and financial capacity.  Cultivating the 

next generation of potential students depends on reputation and image.  During the time I 

collected data in 2010, Atlanta Public Schools faced multiple charges of cheating on the 

standardized tests that meet federal guidelines for Adequate Yearly Progress under the 

No Child Left Behind of 2000.  Further, Atlanta Public Schools has claimed significant 

progress under its own educational reforms based on those standardized test scores.  The 

resulting probation status has parents concerned because the allegations were confirmed 

in 2011.  Should Atlanta Public Schools lose accreditation, 55,000 students stand to 

graduate from unaccredited institutions, leaving them potentially unable to attend the 

higher education institution of their choice or not be eligible for financial aid through the 

HOPE scholarship if they are unable to score 85% or above on the ACT or SAT in 
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addition to their 3.0 GPA (GAcollege411, n.d.).   In a Georgia metropolitan school 

district, that is a heavy consequence for all to bear.   

Parents of potential students are concerned about the overall quality of education 

their children would obtain in public school systems, as demonstrated by the participants.  

They want access to updated information that provides information to guide their 

decisions.  When that access is not available, their default source of information comes 

through their social network contacts.  School districts may counter the “chit-chat and 

banter” (Rosie) by focusing on customer-service, marketing, and social space for place-

attachment and the activation of agency as opposed to the impenetrable institutions of the 

past.   

District reputation and integrity are essential to parents in gentrifying 

neighborhoods.  Parent-gentrifiers have a voice and make a choice in their children’s 

education.  School districts across the country should analyze the changing demographics 

of the populations they serve and anticipate changes in the size and needs of those 

populations with specific regard to the zoning and closing of schools.  Likewise, urban 

planning policy should consider the significant role of school districts with respect to 

their  target consumer as they plan corporate-financed urban communities and villages in 

the third and fourth waves of gentrification.   

 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

While concluding this study, I realized several potential topics and approaches for 

future research.   Future research on the place-making activities in schools, and how the 

neighborhood school paradigm is framed as a rejection of global space in favor of a 
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personalized place would contribute to a multi-disciplinary literature.  As we reject the 

global in favor of the local, do neighborhood schools gain more appeal? Is parental 

involvement a form of effort to put in the sweat equity to make the local more appealing 

and unique?  What happens to public schools in gentrifying neighborhoods?  A 

longitudinal study of parent-gentrifiers’ place-making activities in urban schools would 

provide information regarding their long-term impact. 

Other questions include a district- and school-based inquiry on how schools build 

communities in transitional areas including how they address zoning and redistricting to 

maintain communities as well as the transformation of the populations they serve.  

Likewise, longitudinal studies regarding the outcomes of parent-gentrifiers school 

selection, and how parent-gentrifiers make the neighborhood transitions to middle school 

and high school would provide additional information regarding parent-gentrifiers’ 

school-selection process and the effects of their selection.  As time goes on, the future 

direction of gentrification and, thus, parent-gentrifiers is uncertain.   

A double dip recession could increase gentrification through large waves of 

foreclosures (Atkinson, 2008), but banks may raise the prerequisites for residential loans, 

creating additional hurdles for those seeking an urban homestead.  In addition, the New 

Great Migration is creating an influx of middle-class Blacks to the South, including 

Atlanta (Bilefsky, 2011; Frey, 2004).  These emigrants from the Northeast may settle in 

urban Atlanta, creating a middle-class racial diversity desired by participants.   Future 

research could illuminate relationships to current changes in the racial composition of the 

urban middle class in Atlanta and the impact on the racial composition of urban schools.   
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Approach 

Skills Meaning 

Choice 

 

Agency 

Social Network 

Social Space 

Social Agenda 

Educational 

Agenda 

Public School 

Charter School 

Private School 

Homeschool 

No choice yet 

Social Capital 

Leadership & Initiative 

Cultural capital/logic 

Although the outcome space and categories of description represent the various 

ways the collective group in the study experienced school selection, I take the 

opportunity to reassess the approaches, skills and meaning derived from the data analysis 

of parent-gentrifiers’ school-selection process.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12.  Relationships of the aspects of parent-gentrifiers’ school-selection process 
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 The diagram is based on data analysis and represents the various aspects that are 

collectively incorporated in the ways school selection was experienced by the participant 

group (Figure 12).  In summary, the variables of approaches, skills and meaning as well 

as their various combinations may provide a foundation for future research. 

 

Final Words 

 

It is with great anticipation that this study will be perceived as a valuable 

contribution by the research community through its methodologically anchored research 

in the cross-disciplinary study of gentrification and school choice.  The completion of this 

research denotes my strong desire to forge a path into the lived experience of parent-

gentrifiers’ school selection process because good neighborhood schools are key to the 

sustained, longitudinal revitalization of urban areas (ABT, Inc., 2003; Butler, with 

Robson, 2003; Robson & Butler, 2001).  I consider this research the beginning of many 

contributions to understanding the intricacies of urban schools and the neighborhoods 

they serve under a neoliberal agenda.  Further, may this research contribute in such a way 

that others are inspired and encouraged to augment the literature regarding the place-

making strategies of parent-gentrifiers and urban school improvement in the school-

selection process, yielding educational and urban planning policies that support the 

contexts for all to live a mutually equitable existence. 
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Appendix A 

 

Scripted Interview Introduction and Questions 

 

My name is Amy Roberts.  I am a doctoral student at Georgia State University working 

on my dissertation research.  This research is designed to explore the lived experience of 

parent-gentrifiers in the school-selection process.  It is also interested in the social spaces 

and social networks where these experiences may take place.  Your participation in this 

study is voluntary.  You may quit at any time.  Are you ready to begin? 

 

1. Describe the experience that led to your move to this neighborhood.  Reflect on 

what that experience means to you now. 

2. How many children do you have?  How old are they?  Describe the experience 

of a typical day in detail with regard to the pace and activities of your daily 

routine.  How do you feel about your daily routine experience?   

3. Describe your social experiences in the ____________ neighborhood with 

regard to other families, parents, social activities, friends, social networks?    

Describe where most social networking experiences occur for you, including 

locations, by telephone, online or e-mail? How do you feel about these social 

experiences? 

4. Describe your experience with playdates in the neighborhood?  What are the 

challenges and successes of the playdate experience for you? 

5. Where are the successes and challenges in learning about the school options 

available to you?  Describe how you evaluate or prioritized the content of that 

information.   

6. Describe the insight you have gained in your experiences regarding school 

selection.  Is there any experience you want to describe that has been left out?     
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