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ABSTRACT 

Latinx Parents’ Perceptions of Traditional Public Schools and Charter School 
Choice 

by 

Julia Szabo 

 
This paper examines the experiences within and perceptions of traditional public schools that led 

Latinx parents to enroll their children in a charter school, Houston College Prep Charter (HCP 

Charter). Data include in-depth interviews with thirty-one families who have selected HCP Charter 

for their middle school aged children, participant observation at school events and parent 

association meetings, and school accountability data. Latinx parents view their selection of HCP 

Charter as a means to remove their children from the “risky” public-school environments available 

to them. This perception of risk is based on the experience of children and parents within public 

schools, as well as information gained from parents’ networks, media, and lived experiences. 

Decisions to enroll children in HCP Charter reflect the belief it is worth “trying out” charter 

schools, given the risk they associate with the traditional public-school options available to them.   
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INTRODUCTION 

In an era of expanding school choice, parents face an increasingly complex landscape of 

educational options to consider when selecting schools for their children. Charter schools are on 

the rise nationally. Between 2000 and 2016, the public charter school population grew from 0.4 to 

3.0 million students and in 2016 made up 6 percent of all public-school students nationally 

(McFarland et al. 2019). Much of this expansion has occurred in cities where families face low-

performing public-school options and network charter schools, organized into Charter 

Management Organizations (CMO), make up an increasing share of available charter schools 

(Farrell, Wohlstetter, and Smith 2012). In cities like Detroit, D.C., and New Orleans over half of 

all public schools are charter schools (Rooks 2017). Though parents have increasing access to 

charter school environments, it is unclear how they are evaluating and selecting this option. 

The demographic makeup of charter schools has also changed over time with Latinx1 

students now representing the largest demographic group in charter schools. From 2000 to 2016 

the percent of public charter school students who are Latinx increased from 19 to 33 percent, while 

the percentage of charter school students who were black and white decreased, from 33 to 26 

percent and 43 to 32 percent respectively (McFarland et al. 2019: 48). Not only do Latinx student 

make up the largest share of charter school students, an increasing share of charter schools are 

more than 50 percent Latinx (McFarland et al. 2019: 67). These changes reflect, but are not fully 

explained by, larger demographic shifts as the percent of children aged 5 to 17 who were Latinx 

also increased from 16 to 25 percent in this same period (McFarland et al. 2019).  

Understanding why this growing population of Latinx families is exiting traditional public 

school in favor of public charter schools is important in the face of continued charter school 

expansion. This expansion diverts funds from traditional public schools and is seen as a threat by 
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many public districts, yet the key question – why are Latinx parents leaving traditional public 

schools? – is rarely asked or systemically explored.  To explore this question, I use in-depth 

interviews with a heterogenous group of thirty-one Latinx parents in Houston, Texas, who have 

selected the same no-excuses charter school, Houston College Prep Charter (HCP Charter)2, for 

their middle school aged children.  Amplifying the voices of Latinx families making this decision 

allows us to better understand why Latinx families are leaving traditional public schools for charter 

schools and see how they position this choice in relation to their experiences in and perceptions of 

traditional public schools.  

BACKGROUND  

School Choice 

Empirical research on school choice is methodologically diverse but at times contradictory 

and incomplete. Large survey research often compares the school preferences of parents across 

racial and class categories. While some studies suggest that parents prioritize different school 

qualities along these lines, other scholars argue that any differences captured are a result of the 

quality of accessible schools and other real world circumstances, not differing preferences 

(Burgess et al. 2015; Denice and Gross 2016; Kleitz et al. 2000; Schneider, Teske, and Marschall 

2000; Weiher and Tedin 2002). Survey research fails to highlight the experiences that prompt 

public school exit (why) or the process of school selection (how).  

Interview studies have been used to deepen our understanding of the process of choosing 

schools and how families balance their preferences with the realities of life (Bell 2009; Calvo 

2007; Debs 2019). However, in-depth qualitative studies and analyses of school choice have 

clustered around the choice of high and middle-class white families (Altenhofen, Berends, and 

White 2016; Bancroft, Amanda 2015; Billingham and Kimelberg 2013; Cucchiara 2013; 
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Hagerman 2018; Holme 2002; Posey-Maddox 2014; Roda 2018) and low-income African 

American families (Cooper 2005, 2009; Deluca and Rosenblatt 2010; Neild 2005; Pattillo 2015; 

Pedroni 2007; Rhodes and DeLuca 2014). Other works aim to compare school choice processes 

across race or class within specific locations or school types (Bell 2009; Calvo, Naomi Ann 2007; 

Debs 2019; Lareau 2014; Mavrogordato and Stein 2016; Phillippo 2019; Weininger 2014). They 

find that despite similar parental preferences and reliance on networks when researching school 

options, high- and low-income families often end up in vastly different schools because of the 

financial resources and cultural capital high income families are able to deploy in the process. 

High-status, often white, families move to suburban school districts, enroll in private schools, 

petition for exceptions, or cluster together in increasingly white public elementary schools to 

ensure that their children get “the best” (Billingham and Kimelberg 2013; Cucchiara 2013; 

Hagerman 2018; Holme 2002; Lareau 2014; Phillippo 2019; Posey-Maddox 2014). However, low 

income families navigate within the suboptimal options available to them to avoid unsafe and 

unstructured schools but must also account for the logistics of transportation, childcare, testing 

requirements, and neighborhood safety (Deluca and Rosenblatt 2010; Harris and Larsen 2015; 

Pattillo 2015; Phillippo 2019; Rhodes and DeLuca 2014). As a result, children in high-income 

families consistently wind up in higher performing schools, suggesting that school choice widens 

opportunity gaps (Bell 2009; Phillippo 2019). 

A growing body of research has compared Latinx parental preferences and school choice 

processes to non-Latinx parents, particularly in new-arrival destinations (Debs 2019; 

Mavrogordato and Stein 2016; Taylor Haynes, Phillips, and Goldring 2010).  A survey of magnet 

applicants in Nashville found that convenience was more important to Latinx families than their 

white peers, and a survey of charter school parents in Indianapolis found that Latinx parents 
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emphasized discipline and safety as the top reason for their selection (Mavrogordato and Stein 

2016; Taylor Haynes et al. 2010). Follow-up interviews with a small subset of these Indianapolis 

families found striking similarities between white and Latinx parents’ reasons for entry: a 

disillusion with public schools and a belief that the charter school they chose provided better 

academics and a safer learning environment (Mavrogordato and Stein 2016). In these new-arrival 

destinations, the Latinx population was growing but remained a small minority of the school-aged 

population. I add to this conversation through in-depth interviews with Latinx families in a city 

and district where Latinx communities have lived for generations and are the majority, creating 

heterogeneity across class and generation within the United States. There is a growing population 

of first-generation Latinx families who may face challenges in regard to language, familiarity with 

the school systems, and legal status (Menjívar and Abrego 2012; Stanton-Salazar 2001), but there 

is also a growing population of second-generation Latinx parents who have experience within the 

U.S. educational system and are becoming parents. I suggest that this personal experience informs 

how second-generation parents select schools for their children.  

Latinx Experiences in Schools 

Latinx families, particularly immigrants, may face greater barriers in finding safe and high 

performing schools than non-Latinx whites. Latinx families live in residentially segregated 

neighborhoods apart, with first-generation immigrants and Latinx children enrolled in school 

experiencing higher levels of segregation (Iceland and Scopilliti 2008; Jargowsky 2014). In 

addition, poor Latinx families are twice as likely to live in high poverty neighborhoods than poor 

whites (Jargowsky 2014). This concentration of poverty and racial segregation leads Latinx 

children into high poverty, racially homogenous schools. These school environments impact the 

educational outcomes and identity of first- and second-generation Latinx students (Flores-
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González 2002; Gonzales 2015; Kasinitz et al. 2009; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Suárez-Orozco, 

Suárez-Orozco, and Todorova 2010; Valenzuela 1999; Waters 1994). Ethnographic studies in 

California and Houston found that resistance to school by Mexican-American students was a 

response to low-expectations of school officials, a lack of challenging courses or caring teachers, 

and low engagement in school activities (Matute-Bianchi 1986; Stanton-Salazar 2001; Valenzuela 

1999). These findings held for Puerto Rican students in Chicago, newly arrived immigrant students 

in San Francisco and Boston, and undocumented Latinx students in Los Angeles (Flores-González 

2002; Gonzales 2015; Suárez-Orozco et al. 2010). In diverse school settings, negative stereotypes 

of Latinx students led them to be tracked into lower level classes and led to increased surveillance 

and disciplinary action by teachers and school staff (Morris 2005; Ochoa 2013).  

School environments also impact Latinx parents. When teachers and school officials 

stereotype Latinx parents as not caring about their children’s schooling or college, they offer less 

support and are less responsive to their concerns (Ochoa 2013). A lack of bilingual staff or reliable 

translation service creates a language barrier that impedes the ability of Spanish speaking parents 

to engage with schools (Crosnoe and Turley 2011; Valdes 1996). How do Latinx parents respond 

to this marginalization of their children and themselves? Studies of parental intervention in school 

have largely focused on a class-based divide in which middle-class parents and students intervene 

and question school officials, out of a logic of entitlement, while working class parents and 

students defer to teachers’ authority, adopting a logic of constraint (Calarco 2014; Lareau 2011). 

In diverse school settings, privileged white families are able to hoard opportunities for their 

children through aggressive advocacy driven by this entitlement and the dependence of schools on 

privileged parents, while low-income parents and parents of color who may avoid involvement 

due to a power imbalance with school staff, are assumed to be unengaged, or are ignored when 
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they attempt to participate (Calarco 2020; Cucchiara 2013; Lewis and Diamond 2015; Lewis-

McCoy 2014). The emphasis on bringing and retaining middle- and upper-class whites in public 

schools reflects a deficit mindset towards low-income and minority parents already in public 

schools, seeing these families as the problem and focusing on what they don’t have (their deficits) 

instead of what they do (Cucchiara 2013; Posey-Maddox 2014). This marginalization has led some 

black professional parents to private schools and low-income black parents to charter schools 

(Lewis-McCoy 2014; May 2016). Latinx families are largely absent from this conversation around 

school intervention, so it is unclear if and when they attempt to intervene in schools and how they 

are treated when they do. 

Although Latinx children and parents may be exposed to more negative school contexts, it 

is unclear how these experiences shape their perceptions of public schools and how they respond. 

Between 2000 and 2016, participation of Latinx families in charter schools increased, and Latinx 

students now make up the largest share of charter school students nationally (McFarland et al. 

2019: 48). This trend suggests that charter schools are filling a need for Latinx families, but it does 

not indicate what that need is. To fill this gap, I ask what led a heterogeneous group of Latinx 

families in Houston, Texas to exit traditional public schools for the same no-excuses charter 

school? This study adds the voices and experiences of a diverse group of Latinx parents to the 

school choice conversation to better understand Latinx exit from traditional public schools. By 

focusing on charter school selection in a city that is a traditional immigrant destination rather than 

a new immigrant destination, I am able to consider the intergenerational nature of these decisions 

for Latinx families in a city rich with school choice and charter school options.  
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THE CASE  

Houston, Texas, is an optimal city to study charter school choice among Latinx parents 

because it has a large and heterogeneous Latinx population and a well-establish and growing 

charter school landscape. Houston is a traditional destination for Latinx immigrants, with a long 

history of migration from Mexico and Latin America, and it continues to receive new immigrants, 

resulting in generational heterogeneity (Esparza 2011). Demographers note that Houston’s 

diversity reflects the demographic future of the United States in 2050, making it a useful 

microcosm of study (Kriel 2016).  

This study is based on research conducted at Houston College Prep Charter (HCP Charter) 

a sixth through twelfth grade campus that is part of a large no-excuses charter network in the 

Houston metro. HCP Charter has a long history in Houston and deep roots in its neighborhood, 

which is on the border of Houston and a working-class suburb that I call Arroyo3. As shown in 

Table 1, HCP Charter outperforms the state average as well as both feeder districts in terms of 

standardized testing and college ready graduation.  The school’s student population is 96% Latinx 

and 78% are categorized as economically disadvantaged, making it more racially homogeneous 

than its feeder districts but less economically disadvantaged. (Table 1 about here) 

HCP Charter, like all open-enrollment charter schools, must accept students using a 

randomized lottery if they have more applications than seats and may not use academic or 

behavioral screeners. HCP Charter is one campus within a larger charter school network, and 

campus assignment occurs via geographic zones. Families living in the primary geographic zone 

and siblings of current attendees get preference in the lottery before families who live beyond this 

zone may be accepted in the lottery or transfer in. The primary geographic zone to attend HCP 

Charter includes areas within the Houston Independent School District (HISD) and the Arroyo 
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Independent School District (AISD). This provides an opportunity to consider the public-school 

experiences of Latinx families across two districts.  

The largest school district in Texas and the seventh largest in the nation, HISD serves over 

200,000 students, in 281 schools, covering 333 square miles. HISD is a school choice district in 

which families can attend their zoned school or apply to district magnet or charter school. HISD 

initiated an expansion of school choice with the introduction of magnet schools in 1975, and the 

expansion of charter schools beginning in the 1990s (Brandstetter and Foster 1976). Within Harris 

County, HISD is surrounded by 22 smaller school districts, one of which I call Arroyo. Arroyo has 

long had vibrant working class and immigrant communities and is a majority Latinx city. Arroyo 

ISD (AISD) serves over 50,000 students in over 60 schools. Unlike HISD, AISD has no school 

choice offerings (charter or magnet) prior to high school so families must request a transfer to go 

to a school that they are not zoned to. At the high school level, AISD has a magnet vocational high 

school and early college tracks that students must apply to.  

DATA & METHODS 

Data Collection 

This research adopts a qualitative case study approach that utilizes thirty-one interviews 

with Latinx parents who have chosen HCP Charter for their children. Interviews give life to data 

showing that parents are selecting charter school and captures the participants’ perspectives and 

articulation of their motivations and this process. By focusing on one school, I am able to consider 

how a heterogeneous group of parents and their children end up at the same location. In her study 

of parental choice of Montessori schools in New Haven, Debs (2019) used interviews with parents 

to better understand the process of selection and their fit within the school, arguing that the 
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amplification of the voices of black and Latinx parents is needed since they are most impacted by 

low-quality urban schools. 

I conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with parents who had a sixth-grade child 

entering HCP Charter. Sixth grade is the first grade offered at HCP Charter, making it a strategic 

year to talk with parents, since they have just completed the school choice process. In September 

2018, I received permission from school leadership to conduct interviews with parents who had 

children in the incoming class. This small pilot study of three interviews revealed a variety of 

pathways to entry. In May 2019, I received approval from school leadership and the charter 

network to expand this project to a larger wave of interviews with parents who had a child entering 

in the 2019-2020 school year. Families were recruited in person at the Summer Registration Day 

for incoming students in June 2019, and I followed up by email, phone, and text message to arrange 

interview times throughout the summer and early fall. A flyer was also distributed to all families 

in the incoming class at the beginning of the school year in mid-August. The main wave of 

interviews took place between July and October 2019. 

Interviews were conducted in English (19) and in Spanish (12) and lasted on average 1.5 

hours, ranging from 50 minutes to 3.5 hours. Interviews took place at the respondent’s home or 

work, the public library, or Starbucks, with a small subset occurring over the phone (5). Interviews 

began with the broad question “Why did you chose HCP Charter for your child?” and followed a 

semi-structured format. Families were asked about how they learned about HCP Charter, their 

application and decision process, their child’s schooling history, their own educational 

background, and their expectations of HCP Charter. Interviews with parents who already had a 

child enrolled at the school included additional questions about school practices related to the 

college mission, academics, family communication, and school discipline. Parents who had no 
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previous experience with HCP Charter, were asked about parental feelings and expectations on 

these same issues more broadly if not already discussed. Interviews ended with a short activity 

where parents ranked school factors they prioritized in their decision as well as a demographic 

form. Each family received a $20 cash honorarium in thanks for their participation. Following each 

interview, I de-identified all data using family ids and pseudonyms, which respondents had an 

opportunity to select, and I typed fieldnotes about the interview setting, child schooling pathways, 

and prominent themes from the interview. This allowed me to track emerging themes and 

incorporate additional questions into my interview guide for upcoming interviews.  

Although parent interviews are the primary data collection tool, I contextualized these 

interviews through participant-observation at school events, including the summer registration day 

for new families and monthly meetings of the Parent’s Association. These meetings allowed me 

to learn about changes to school policy as well as observe ongoing family engagement and school 

expansion efforts. I wrote field notes following each meeting to capture details of the interactions 

I participated in or observed, the composition of meetings, topics addressed, as well as parent and 

crowd response to these topics. This participant observation is on-going, but all in-person 

meetings, activities, and observation are currently on hold as a result of COVID-19.  

Analytic Sample 

A total of 31 families were interviewed (34 individuals) representing one-quarter of the 

HCP Charter sixth grade parent population, since each grade is capped at 120 students.4 Latinx 

parents make up 90% of respondents, reflecting the ethnic homogeneity of the school, but there is 

heterogeneity along lines of parental nativity, parental education, experience with HCP Charter, 

and originating public-school district. (Table 2 around here) Half of the parents were foreign-born, 

and 15 of these 16 first-generation immigrants came from Mexico or Central America.  There was 
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educational heterogeneity within first- and second-generation parents, ranging from 8th grade to 

master’s degrees in both, though a larger proportion of second-generation parents had some 

education beyond high school (9/15), compared to first-generation parents (5/16). Nearly 84% of 

the respondents were in committed relationships, and 94% were female. Nineteen families had had 

a child previously enrolled, for a total of 32 older siblings at HCP Charter, and 4 of the 12 families 

new to HCP Charter had a member of their extended family who had attended. The majority of 

families I spoke with had previously enrolled their children in AISD (21/31), 10 had previously 

enrolled in HISD, and 6 had previously enrolled in some other setting after exiting AISD (3 nearby 

districts, 2 other charters, and 1 private school).  These families had 90 total children (including 

the 31 currently exiting) who had attended or were attending traditional public school. While I 

focus on the experiences of the 31 students entering the 6th grade at HCP Charter, it was clear that 

the experience of their older and younger children in traditional public schools and HCP Charter, 

influenced how parents understood the risk and opportunity represented by these options.  

Analysis 

Parent interviews were analyzed using an inductive approach in which I identified themes 

that emerged across interviews to generate findings. All interviews were audio-recorded and 

transcribed verbatim. Transcripts were uploaded and coded using MAXQDA qualitative analysis 

software, and coding occurred in the language of the interview.  Major codes were created to align 

with topics covered in each interview as well as general themes that had emerged across my 

interview fieldnotes, and in-vivo sub-codes were created during coding. Responses to these 

themes, as well as schooling pathways, were then recorded in a respondent matrix to consider how 

experiences in past and perceptions of future public schools compared across cases. 
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Quantitative Data and Analysis 

Following this qualitative analysis, I conducted a complementary quantitative analysis of 

the 58 schools these 31 families had attended and were zoned to attend using school performance 

data. This data provides a quantitative picture of these school contexts allowing me to consider 

how parents’ perceptions match available quality data. In 2018-2019 the Texas Education Agency 

(TEA) assigned a letter grade to all school campuses, ranging from A to F, on State Report Cards. 

This letter grade combines scaled scores on domains of student achievement, academic growth, 

and closing the performance gap between student subgroups. The 2018-2019 grades were given to 

Houston campuses despite the disruption of Hurricane Harvey, so that schools could understand 

how the new letter grade system would work. I use school letter grade because they recognize 

progress and growth in the traditional public schools in additional to student achievement and are 

an easily interpretable marker of quality that are public facing. To contextualize this letter grade, 

I also use each school’s scaled score for STAAR performance for the 2018-2019 school year in 

order to calculate the difference in student achievement between HCP Charter and the traditional 

public schools family attended prior to entry or would have attended had they remained in 

traditional public schools. 

FINDINGS 

I find that the exit of Latinx families from traditional public schools for Houston College 

Prep Charter (HCP Charter) was motivated by a desire to escape public-school environments 

where they had negative experiences and protect their children from future schools that they 

deemed risky. This understanding of risk was based on the negative experiences of children, 

information gathered from networks, and the marginalizing experiences of parents when they were 

students in public school and when they attempted to intervene on their children’s behalf. Latinx 
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parents articulated a willingness to “try out” charter schools like HCP Charter, given the traditional 

public schools available to them. Quantitatively comparing previous and future school contexts to 

HCP Charter confirm that the academic contexts families were escaping and attempting to avoid 

by and large had lower student achievement scores and overall campus ratings than HCP Charter. 

I. ESCAPE: NEGATIVE EXPERIENCES IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
Latinx parents chose to remove their children from public school environments that they 

perceived as risky. This desire to escape was a response to the negative experience of their children 

in unsafe or academically unchallenging environments as well as the experiences of parents when 

attempting to intervene on their children’s behalf.  

“She didn’t feel protected.”: Concerns Over School Safety 

Parents relied on their children's experiences in schools as a reference point to understand 

the public school options available to them. Concerns surrounding school safety and student 

behavior were consistently discussed by parents. Cartalina5, a first-generation mother of three who 

is a stay-at-home mom, spoke about the zoned middle school her son and daughter attended prior 

to entering HCP Charter. She said, “The first week my son was in this school, he told me, ‘Mom, 

kids were fighting in the cafeteria… and they hit each other and drew blood.’ I said, ‘What?’” This 

pattern continued when her daughter enrolled, “It hadn’t been very long since she entered, and she 

said, ‘Mom a boy brought marijuana and he gave it to other kids, and they were chewing it.’” 

Cartalina was shocked not just by the speed of exposure but their young age, she emphasized, 

“And these are kids who are in fifth and sixth grade!i” 

 
i Mi hijo en esa escuela en la primera semana llegó y me dijo, Mamá, ‘Unos niños se peleaban en la cafetería…  
golpeó y que le sacó sangre.’ Y yo se ¿Qué? …Y luego mi hija… no tenía mucho que había entrado y me dijo, 
“Mamá… un niño llevaba marihuana y le dio otros niños y masticaron.” … Y son niños de entre sí están en quinto y 
sexto, son como entre 11, 12, 13 años. 
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The transition to middle school was a perilous time for school safety as well as social 

support. Alma6, a first-generation mother of two who helps run her family’s lawn care business, 

was very happy with her children’s public elementary school, but this changed when her oldest 

daughter transitioned to middle school. Alma shared, “there were students from different schools, 

and it was very hard. Most of the kids… they already thought they were big.” Focus on social 

media, dating, and cliques both in class and out, left her shy and studious daughter without friends, 

fearful of bullies, and so unhappy that “most of the time she would fall apart.” This negative 

experience prompted Alma to begin seeking out information about alternatives, she explained, 

“So, I think if maybe they had more rules or if they focused more at school… maybe I wouldn’t, 

even you know, have had the idea to look at other different places… It’s just that she didn’t feel 

protected in that school. She told me that she didn’t feel protected.” Fights, drugs, and bullying 

were cited by families across the sample as evidence that public schools, particularly middle and 

high schools, could not ensure their children’s safety. Families in Arroyo ISD had increased 

exposure to this because their children had transitioned to middle school in fifth grade. 

“I want more.”: Concerns Over Academic Quality 

This fear of environmental factors was compounded by worry that their children were not 

being academically served at public school. Cartalina7, the mother who was shocked by conditions 

in the zoned middle school above, explained that her youngest daughter needed support 

academically but was often overlooked. “She is in the middle middle. And I’ve noticed that the 

public schools are focusing on the kids who are low, trying to lift them up, and so she stays where 
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she is. They aren’t pushing for her to improve. So that’s why I looked for another option.”ii Grace8, 

a first-generation public-school educator, who just enrolled her third child at HCP Charter, shared 

this concern that her children would be overlooked if they remained in public school. Grace said, 

“Unfortunately, we see a lot in public schools that the focus, their main focus is always the low 

kiddos. You know, they focus a lot on trying to bring them up, that sometimes they don't put the 

same emphasis on the high students. And my kids have been high students.” Even though her 

oldest son participated in gifted-talented programming, she argued that this was not enough. “I 

wanted him to be pushed. And I didn't think he was going to be pushed at any public school. It 

didn't matter what public school.” 

Concerns around the low level of academic preparation within their children’s schools 

more generally were also articulated by parents. Alejandra9, a first-generation mother of two, is 

new to HCP Charter and emphasized the lack of challenge at her daughter’s public school. “They 

have an hour with the teacher in each class,” she explained, “But she says that they teach the class 

in 15 minutes and the rest of class they can do whatever they want, and I don’t like that.”iii 

Alejandra cleans homes across Houston and explained that the children in these homes always 

have homework and projects, while her daughter has neither. “They don’t push them!” she 

emphasized, “And this is what motivated me to say no, I don’t want this. I want to experience 

something new, not continue with the same… I wanted more. I want more.”iv Limited teaching 

 
ii No solamente ella está como en el por medio medio. Entonces yo noté en las escuelas públicas que se 
estaban enfocando, en los niños que estaban abajo para subirlos y ella se quedaba. No la estaban, este 
empujando mucho para que ella sobresaliera más. Entonces por eso busqué otra opción. 
iii Decía ahí tiene una hora con una maestra de la clase… Pero ella decía que no se da la clase en 15 
minutos y el resto de la clase cada uno hace lo que quiere y eso no me gusta. 
iv No en [PREVIOUS SCHOOL NAME] no, no, no, no los pujaban, no lo empucharan, no les 
exigían…Fue lo que me motivó a decir no, yo no quiero. Quiero experimentar otra cosa, no seguir lo 
mismo... Yo quería más. Quiero mas. 
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and a lack of homework mattered to Alejandra who saw both as evidence that her daughter was 

not being appropriately challenged.  

Experience with tracking also made parents concerned about their children’s learning. 

Anita10, a first-generation mother of two who cleans homes, was worried her son would continue 

to be tracked into low level classes if he remained in HISD public schools. Though she was happy 

with her son’s dual language participation in early elementary, she realized later on that “the 

children who know more they had them apart” in a magnet class, while her son was put in regular 

classes where she felt he learned less. Anita explained, “Because of this I wanted to remove him 

from this, because to me this is discrimination. If your child doesn’t know as much, they are going 

to have them apart?” She continued, “More than anything, what I liked about HCP is that they 

don’t pick the kids that know more and keep them apart… Here everyone is together. Everyone is 

equal.”v While tracking may benefit HISD students in the upper-tracks, Anita questions the 

underlying fairness of keeping her own child, a former English Language Learner, apart.  

Other parents were pleased with the academics offered at their children’s elementary 

schools, but academics in middle school and upper school were seen as higher stakes, given their 

closer proximity to college. Daisy11, a second-generation mother of two who is a tax accountant, 

enrolled her children in the public elementary school located in the neighborhood where most of 

her family lived. She explained, “It was just familiar. And I mean, it was elementary, which yes, I 

understand that it's still important, but it is like… I wasn't really thinking like where are they gonna 

go to elementary? It's elementary!” But when her oldest daughter entered middle school and came 

 
v Sí, porque también la [PREVIOUS SCHOOL NAME] también esto pasaba que como los niños que 
sabían más, como que los tenían aparte…Y por eso, yo creo que tanto que me lo quitaron por eso, porque 
para mí es como una discriminación. ¿Cómo que si tu hijo no sabe tanto como lo vas a tener aparte?... 
Sí, y más que nada porque aquí lo que me gustó de la escuela de la HCP es que no seleccionan a los 
niños, que son los que saben más, los ponen aparte. Y acá es todos están juntos… todos están iguales. 
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home to report fights at school and a class in which the teacher relied entirely on worksheets, Daisy 

thought, “Is this just what it's going to be if you stay here? Learning from worksheets?... And I'm 

like, oh, my gosh, I do not want you to go to these schools.” Daisy’s conviction that her daughters 

go directly to a four-year college after high school, an opportunity she didn’t have, prompted her 

to search for a school that would “push college” and prepare her daughters for higher education.  

Though their children had different environmental and academic experiences in different 

public elementary and middle schools, Cartalina, Alma, Grace, Alejandra, Anita, and Daisy saw 

the level of safety and academics offered in traditional public schools as unacceptable. The failure 

of these school settings to keep their children safe and push them academically led parents to 

attempt to intervene, and inaction to or minimization of these concerns heighted this sense of risk.   

“It’s in one ear, out the other.”: Ignoring, Minimizing, Disrespecting Parental Concern 

Latinx parents were motivated to leave public schools because of their children’s negatives 

experiences, but they also spoke of the negative treatment they as parents received when 

attempting to intervene on their children’s behalf. Though previous research has found that 

working class parents defer to the school’s authority and avoid intervention (Calarco 2014; Lareau 

2011), I find that Latinx parents, across social class and parental nativity, attempted to 

communicate with the school and intervene on their children’s behalf when academic and safety 

issues arose. Public schools’ inaction and negative reception of these concerns amplified parental 

frustration and made families more actively seek out other options, as it became clear that change 

was not going to happen. (Figure 1 around here) 

Parents spoke of reaching out to school staff with concerns and not feeling heard.  When 

Ernie12, a second-generation dad who works as an IT manager, saw his son getting low grades and 

struggling to complete assignments, he took action. “I tried to reach out to some of the faculty to 
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kind of get on the front end of some things that we saw happening and, you know, basically it just 

didn't seem that important, you know, kind of almost, ‘Well, we've got other kids that are doing 

the work or what have you or not having a problem.’ And so I felt like it fell on deaf ears.” While 

some schools ignored parents or blamed students for low performance, others minimized parental 

concern outright. When Alejandra’s13 daughter came home last year with a low grade, a 70, she 

explained that they hadn’t been taught the material on the exam so Alejandra requested a meeting 

at the school and made sure a Spanish translator was present so there would be no 

misunderstandings. The teacher she spoke with explained that the actual teacher had in fact been 

out for health reasons but rejected Alejandra’s concern. Alejandra explained, “The teacher didn’t 

care, she told me ‘Your daughter is a good girl, very sweet, she’s fine, don’t worry. There are kids 

who got a 20 or 30, so you shouldn’t complain.’” When Alejandra asked if there would be an 

opportunity to retake the test or if the grade would be modified, she was told no, the grade was 

final. Alejandra shared, “I felt very angry and helpless because I couldn’t do anything, and it wasn’t 

my daughter’s fault.” She reflected, “The school should have put someone stable to be the teacher 

and take responsibility for the students. They had six months with no one responsible.”vi 

 A similar invalidation of parental concern happened to Ramira14, a first-generation mother 

of three who stays at home, when her daughter entered middle school. Ramira was very involved 

at her children’s elementary school, volunteering as a bilingual teacher’s aide, but when they 

entered middle school, no volunteers were accepted, and she told me she was unhappy with the 

school. When I asked why she was unhappy she responded, “I couldn’t communicate well with 

 
vi La maestra no le tomó importancia y me dijo ‘No dijo ah, no,’ me dijo ella. ‘Ella es una niña muy 
buena y es muy dulce. Ella siempre hace bien las tareas y está bien. No se preocupe,’ dijo, ‘Hay niños 
que se trajeron 20, 30 o como no te quejes.’” …. Si se siente mucho coraje e impotencia porque no puede 
hacer nada y no es culpa de mi niña…. La escuela tiene que dar alguien estable y ponerles a una maestra 
que se haga responsable de sus niños y no había por seis meses nadie responsable. 
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the teachers. They’ve always had good grades and my daughter brought home a bad one, an 80. 

She had never gotten a grade this low, and I called, and the teacher didn’t treat me well. She said 

that, ‘No, that is a good grade. Your daughter is fine, nothing is wrong, an 80 is a good grade.’”vii 

This quick rejection of concern was upsetting, she continued, “I did not like that.” Though the 

teacher she spoke with on this occasion spoke Spanish, language posed a barrier to broader 

participation and communication. She shared, “I speak Spanish and they don’t speak it much…. 

Whenever I went, they didn’t find me a translator or anything.”viii  

When the concerns and requests of parents were ignored, families exited these schools. 

While high-income, white families are known to intervene to gain class, course, and track 

placement, when Isabel15, a first-generation mother of four who helps run her family’s business, 

decided she would like her daughter to shift from bilingual to English-only courses, given their 

use of Spanish at home, school officials denied her request. “This is wrong,” she told me, “I know 

that they are educational authorities who studied for this, but I am their mother and I also know 

what is good for them. And if I am trying to talk to them about something that is not working, that 

they are doing with my children, then we should work together. And they didn’t want that.” ix 

Following this experience, Isabel’s first grade son was being bullied, and she attempted to 

intervene. “I talked to the teacher several times and the teacher told me, ‘You should leave it, or it 

will make him strong. He shouldn’t listen to what other children say anyways.’ Things like that, 

 
 
viii No me podía comunicarme bien con los maestros. Porque ellos siempre llevan buenas calificaciones. Y 
la niña llevaban mala una, la llevaba en 80 y nunca ha llevado. Y Llamé y la maestra no me atendió muy 
bien. Me dijo, “Que no, que era una buena nota. Que la niña estaba bien y que no pasaba nada. Que un 
80 era bueno.’ Sobre así (laughs). Y esto no me gustó…. Uh huh yo como se habla español y ellos no 
mucho… Siempre que iba nunca me encontraban traductor ni nada. 
ix Pues esta está mal, porque si. A yo sé que ellos algunas autoridades de la educación se prepararon 
para eso, pero también yo soy su mamá y yo sé qué es lo que es bueno para ellos. Y si yo con ellos estoy 
tratando de hablar de que algo no está funcionando, lo que ellos están haciendo con mis hijos. Ellos 
deben de, debemos trabajar juntos. Y ellos no, no querían. 
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and I said no!”x These interactions made Isabel uneasy, “I started to not be comfortable with the 

teachers. There were problems and they didn’t pay attention to me. So, it was better for me to move 

them.”xi In response Isabel transfer her children to an HISD magnet school and later a new public 

elementary school campus near her home. Isabel was happy with the result but did take issue with 

one school official who she felt overstepped, she explained, “Once she tried to scold me and yell 

at me and I said no, no, no, you are not going to do that.”xii 

         As demonstrated by this scolding, some interactions with school staff went beyond 

dismissive to downright hostile, treating parents as the problem that needed to be fixed and not as 

valued decision makers or partners in finding a solution. This treatment motivated a desire to exit 

the public system because it seemed clear that no change was going to occur. Selena16, a second-

generation mother of three who is currently unemployed, just enrolled her youngest daughter at 

HCP Charter (the first in the family) and is hopeful that this will be “new beginning.” She shared: 

Selena: They bullied her a lot in public schools. 
JS: And did they take any action, the school? 
Selena: Never had and never will. That's why I'm telling you, when we found out she was 
getting out. We cried. We cried because it's a big effect on the stuff that we have to go 
through (tearing up). 

Over the interview, it was clear that the use of “we” was not accidental, it represented years of 

negative interactions with school staff, across multiple children, that left Selena feeling 

disrespected and disenchanted with Arroyo ISD. When her daughter was in elementary school, 

Selena went to a meeting with a teacher and assistant principal and “they both ganged up on me 

 
x Los niños le hacían bullying. Le decían muchas cosas feas y yo hablé con el maestro varias veces y me 
decía el maestro ‘No, es que tú tienes que dejar lo que él sea o Se haga fuerte. No debe de hacerle caso a 
los otros niños’ le dijo. Si, entonces cosas así, que yo dije no, ya no. 
xi Empecé a no estar muy a gusto con los maestros. Había problemas que no me les ponían mucha 
atención. Y mejor los cambié a [MAGNET SCHOOL NAME].  
xii Si ella sí una vez me trató de regañar y gritar y yo que no, no, no va a hacer eso 
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and told me that I was at fault for whatever was going on with her at school… they made me cry.” 

But Selena stood up for herself, “I went to the principal… and she had the assistant principal 

apologize for acting the way she did. Because… you're not supposed to make a person feel that 

way, especially not a parent.” This negative experience was generalized to all district offerings. 

Selena explained, “we just... didn't want a public school because obviously if we go to another 

public school in Arroyo. Same thing. Same thing.”  

         Dismissive or disrespectful treatment of parent concerns was also reported by Dahlia17, a 

second-generation mother of three who currently works as a bartender. Dahlia made clear that she 

does not hesitate to intervene on behalf of her daughter when there is an issue, saying, “I'm always 

gonna be that parent. But if I can get to a school where I don't have to be that parent, that'll work 

out even better.” The middle school her daughter attended began at 8:30am, but Dahlia had to be 

at work across town at 8:00am, forcing her to drop her daughter off at school early. When her 

daughter was given detention for coming early, “they [the school] said it was to show parents 

discipline so that they can't be dropping their kids off… I felt very patronized right there. Like, 

hold on, you're disciplining the parent… what?” When asked if the school was responsive to her 

concerns more generally, she responded, “No! They weren't. It was like the more I tried, I talked 

to the principal, the more he tried to talk over me... And I just felt like, OK, you're not 

understanding me as a parent. It's in one ear, out the other at this point…I mean, the only other 

option was to literally just get her out of the school.” The fact that a working-class parent like 

Dahlia felt patronized and was talked over by school staff was not just frustrating, it was a key 

driver of her exit from the public school system. She wanted a school where she would be listened 

to and treated as a partner, not as a problem. She shared, “You know, I just want professionalism. 

I just want to be heard. I want the courtesy… Not just them thinking you're a parent bringing all 
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these problems, like I want them to say, we hear your concerns and we're going to do something 

about it, you know?” Being treated with professionalism and respect should not be something out 

of reach to parents with children in traditional public schools.  

Patterns of parental intervention in this study did not map neatly on to class, with parents 

across class and generation attempting to intervene on their children’s behalf, yet many of their 

concerns were brushed off, they were told not to complain, that it was their child’s fault, or that 

they, not the school, were the problem. This negative reception of concern was not only reported 

by working-class parents, but it was more prevalent among them suggesting that power dynamics 

– along lines of parental education and language – may have had a hand in this treatment. While 

parents don’t explicitly discuss their treatment in terms of racism or discrimination, as Anita did 

when discussing tracking, the public schools their children attended were predominantly low-

income and Latinx. Parents who spoke Spanish or were working-class second-generation parents 

spoke of this treatment as motivating their decision more frequently.  

The intervention of two second-generation mothers, who differ along class lines, provides 

an interesting comparison. Angela18 is a mother of four who was an educator and is now school 

administrator with a Master’s degree. When her daughter entered middle school she became the 

target of bullying, “it was more of a whole um the mean girls, you know, doing sneaky things to 

her, cussing her out… and this and that.” So, Angela took action, she shared, “I went to the 

counselors and they tried to intervene, tried to help. They talked to the girls. But they still kept 

doing it.” Though the bullying didn’t stop Angela didn’t report negative interactions with the 

school counselors, which whom she shared similar cultural capital, she felt they did what they 

could, “And I talked to the counselors twice and they did what they could as far as that. But I mean, 

I just kept encouraging my daughter to just make it through the year, you know, just make it 
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through, make it through.” This case shows that even when a school validates parent concerns and 

intervenes, the problem may still continue and motivate exit. Similar interventions were 

undertaken by Michelle19 a mother of two who graduated from high school and works as a barber. 

When her oldest son entered middle school, he was also bullied. When I asked how the school 

dealt with the bullying she responded, “They didn’t. They didn’t. I went to the counsellor’s office. 

I spoke to the assistant principal. I went in there, made numerous calls.” This sense that the school 

did nothing to stop the bullying despite her intervention frustrated Michelle. She shared, “I was 

just like, ‘Okay mi hijo, just don’t worry about it you know’ and he got that attitude of going to 

school like, ‘I never want to go back there ever again mom!’  I’m so glad, and he’s just excited, 

that he don’t have to be a part of it no more.” In both cases exit from traditional public schools 

provided a relief, but Angela a middle-class parent felt the school listened and tried to stop the 

bullying when she intervened while Michelle a working-class parent felt that they didn’t.  

When their children were experiencing academic or environmental concerns, parents in 

this sample attempted to intervene. When this intervention was dismissed, minimized, parents were 

treated as the problem, or the problem wasn’t solved, families had additional reasons to exit the 

public-school system. Parents like Dahlia, Isabel, and Alejandra serve as strong counterexamples 

to the idea that working-class families don’t intervene on their children’s behalf; instead, they saw 

their intervention as their right and duty as parents. A refusal of traditional public school to 

acknowledge and validate this intervention, particularly among Spanish speaking and working-

class parents, disempowered families and intensified their desire to find an alternative.  

II. PROTECTION: PERCEPTIONS OF RISK AND FEAR OF FUTURE SCHOOLS  

While some families were motivated by the direct negative experiences of their children in 

public schools, other families reported positive experiences in their public elementary schools but 
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feared future schools. HCP Charter is a single campus that serves grades six through twelve, so 

when parents enter their children’s names in the HCP Charter lottery in the fall of fifth grade, they 

are securing a spot for their child, if they chose to remain, until they graduate from high school 

and enter college. (Figure 2 around here) As Figure 2 shows families in HISD are already making 

a structural transition between elementary and middle school between fifth and sixth grade so they 

are selecting HCP Charter in place of the public middle (6-8) and high school (9-12) their children 

would be zoned to or they could apply to through magnet placement. On the other hand, AISD 

families are removing their children from middle school, which are grades 5 and 6, but in doing 

so are avoiding entry into the zoned intermediate school (7-8) and zoned high school (9-12). When 

many parents spoke about their decision to apply to and enroll at HCP Charter they spoke of their 

fear of the environment and expectations at these future schools (intermediate and high school). 

This fear of future schools made public school exit in favor of something new, HCP Charter, a 

logical strategy of risk avoidance.    

“I’m not going to send my kid there.”: Information Gathering and Perceptions of Future Risk 

Parents drew upon information gathered over time and across multiple sources (networks, 

media, and lived experience) to conceptualize the risk that awaited in future schools. Respondents 

with family members in public upper schools observed and gathered information about their family 

members’ experiences, and what they learned made them worry. Valeria20, a first-generation 

mother of two who cleans homes, was worried about her child dropping out. She shared, “too many 

young men today leave school! They don’t finish high school… I have experience with family 

members in schools in HISD, and there are many who didn’t finish… There are so many students 
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that they have no control.”xiii A lack of control was also a concern of Daisy21 who explained, “I 

have a niece and nephew that goes there. And they always talk about all these fights.” Alejandra22 

was surprised and alarmed when she spoke with her niece, a junior at the local high school, about 

what she had learned about college and her niece responded, “No aunt, nothing yet, but maybe 

next year.”xiv These experiences of family members were used as cues of future risk that awaited 

in future public schools and were discussed by parents as reasons to avoid these schools. 

Parents also discussed information gathered from their neighbors and the media about the 

future zoned schools their children would attend. After moving to a new home, Marie23, a second-

generation mother of three who works in purchasing, was faced with an unfamiliar schooling 

landscape. She shared:  

Marie: So we moved to this subdivision and I didn’t pay attention to the school area, and 
so when I found out what school they had to go to, I wasn’t fond of it.  
JS: How did you hear about the school nearby? 

Marie: The neighbor, her son went to that school… And her kid was already having 
problems... They were bullying him and stuff. So I was like, oh no, I’m not going to send 
my kid there!  

 
When I asked if she would consider the local high school for her children, Marie responded, “No! 

That was a quick no… I don't know if you've heard about Arroyo High?” She went on to tell me 

about violence and fighting at the school including the murder of a young woman and asked 

surprised, “You didn't hear about that on the news? That was a couple of years ago … Yeah, you 

hear a lot of stuff about Arroyo High.” Hearing “stuff” about a local public school in the media 

was associated with something negative and increased parental perceptions of risk. 

 
xiii ¡Porque hay muchos muchachos que, que dejan la escuela! No termina la escuela … Yo tengo 
experiencias de familiares con la escuela, con el distrito HISD y hay varios que no termina.… Son tantos 
estudiantes pues no hay un control. 
xiv Ella dice, ‘No tía, todavía no, pero maybe next year.’ 
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Parents in the sample gained information about district upper schools through the insight 

of friends and coworkers. Angela24 shared that public upper schools were “out of the question” for 

her four children “only because we were so traumatized by so much that we had heard.” She 

continued, “I have friends that are counselors, and the things that they deal with as counselors in 

the middle school setting, it's crazy.” Grace25 was also fearful of future schools. She said, “I mean 

we [Arroyo ISD] have a lot of good elementary. But I think where we're lacking, again, it's like 

middle school, intermediate, high school you know.” She explained, “I was just afraid, especially 

with my oldest. He was my first one. I just didn't want to take any risk. And just because of the 

scary things that I would hear that would happen in the intermediates and the high schools.” When 

asked what she had heard she responded “Oh you know they have so many fights or they found so 

many kids with drugs… they were catching students… like boyfriend and girlfriend in the 

restroom all the time. And I'm like, oh, my God. I mean, that was scary! I mean you think you send 

your kids to school to be safe. And yet they were surrounded by this all the time. It's scary. It was 

scary.” This fear of future school spaces led parents to act preemptively and avoid this risk by 

removing their children from traditional public schools.   

When discussing their fear of future school parents also spoke of observations gathered in 

their day-to-day lives. Ramira26 lives down the street from the traditional public high school her 

children were zoned to attend, and she shared, “Sometimes they leave the school, the high school 

is near a park. Sometimes when you go by there around eleven there are couples there, and this is 

during school hours.”xv Sarita,27 a second-generation mother of two who is a field supply analyst, 

was similarly worried about the high school her children were zoned to attend. She explained, “I'll 

drive by, close to 8:00, and I'll see kids walking away from the school. And I would always call 

 
xv Y a veces se salen de la escuela. Como la high school aquí está cerca del parque. A veces usted va 
como a las once y hay parejas ahí. Y son horas que están en la escuela que están. 
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the police department saying, you know, why are they walking in a group away from school?” The 

city and school police both told Sarita it wasn’t their jurisdiction, reinforcing her assertion that 

“nobody would even really care and pay attention” when these students were “skipping school”.  

Isabel28 used what she saw during school dismissal as evidence future schools should be avoided. 

She said, “I prefer to put them in a charter school with fewer students where they pay more 

attention, because I don’t know, I see other schools that aren’t charter and they have no control 

over the children. I don’t know about inside, but at dismissal, when it is the time to leave, I’ve seen 

many public schools and so many kids are leaving, crossing the streets. Everything is chaos.”xvi 

Isabel also learned about the low ratings of her children’s future zoned schools on the district 

website and had family members who had negative experiences in these schools, yet she still used 

her own day-to-day observations to contextualize her choice of a charter school.   

Day-to-day lived experience put families in proximity to the zoned public schools their 

children would attend and allowed them to observe from the outside, but the most powerful 

perception of future risk came from the parents who had themselves attended traditional public 

schools and had experience as students inside of them.  

“I went there.”: Parents as Students in Local Public Schools 

This perception of future risk was heightened for Latinx parents who had attended 

traditional public schools themselves. This lived experience shaped their understanding of what 

public schools could and could not offer at the high school level. When I asked my first question 

– Why did you decide to send your children to HCP Charter? – Daisy29 responded, “Well, I kind 

 
xvi Prefiero buscar ponerlo en una escuela donde sea chárter, con poquitos alumnos, que pongan más 
atención. Porque a no sé, yo veo otras escuelas que no son chárter, que es mucho descontrol de niños. No 
sé adentro, pero en las salidas, cuando ellos horarios de salida, yo había visto muchas escuelas, a 
[ZONED PUBLIC HS NAME], [ZONE PUBLIC MS NAME] así que muchos niños saliendo, cruzando 
calle. Todo un caos. 
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of grew up in this neighborhood, and I went to Arroyo High School, so Arroyo ISD. And I'm like, 

I mean, I’m sure it has probably changed by now, hopefully. But I feel like there wasn't a push for 

school.” She went on to explain, “I felt like it was too easy. One, I could sleep and make As. You 

know, I mean, they weren't pushing you.” After getting pregnant in high school, Daisy was 

determined to get her associates degree and did so on her own, “I ended up going to college, like 

backwards, like, I had kids and then went to college, and that was so hard… So, I needed them to 

go to a school that was going to push it [college] and to prepare them for it, because I feel like my 

high school really didn't prepare me.” Throughout the interview, Daisy circled back to her own 

experience, saying, “I, just again, I just didn't want her at Arroyo just because of my experience. 

They've probably improved. I don't know. Um, but that's just, I did not want them to go there.” 

A similar experience with low academic expectations was shared by Sarita30. Sarita shared 

her thought process after a neighbor told her about HCP Charter and its emphasis on academics: 

I thought, you know what? Well, from where I came from, I came from HISD. Out of say, 
50 teachers…maybe three were actually really into the students and saying, I want to make 
you learn, the rest, they would just give us the answers. They would just let us do whatever 
we wanted. I thought, yeah, I really don't want that for my kids because I had a difficult 
time in college trying to keep up with what was the basic, what I supposedly had learned 
in high school. 

 
Sarita used her own negative experience as motivation to act on information about HCP Charter 

gained from her neighbor. She shared, “even though it was a big decision, it was definitely better 

than staying with these public schools! Because I’ve heard, and because I’ve seen, and because I 

went through it.” This points to the accumulation of information across time that Sarita used in her 

decision to remove her children from public schools similar to those she had attended. 

Second-generation parents also spoke of the low expectations that school officials had for 

their futures. When I asked Yinessa31, a second-generation mother of three who is a project 

manager, about her choice of HCP Charter, she spoke of the goal that her children attend college 
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alongside the fact that this wasn’t the expectation at her own public high school. When asked what 

the school expected, she responded, “For us, it was just graduating high school, there was nothing 

after that… That was going to be our biggest accomplishment, and there really wasn’t anything 

else to look forward to, you know what I mean, they didn’t talk about it that way, they didn’t push 

us.” This experience shaped how Yinessa thought about risk for her own children over twenty 

years later, “So I’m like, okay, I don’t know how the school system is anymore in public schools 

when it comes to intermediate or high schools, but I just didn’t want to risk it, I guess.”  

Marginalizing experiences mattered and made parents fear sending their children to the 

exact school or types of schools that they had attended. For these families, their perceptions of risk 

weren’t hypothetical; they were based on their lived experiences. Jeremy32, a second-generation 

parent who works in real estate, attended the Houston high school Valenzuela (1999) studied in 

Subtractive Schooling, He emphasized that very little was expected from the low-income Latinx 

students who attended what he called an “inner-city” school.  Jeremy contrasted his own 

experience, with HCP Charter’s expectation that all students attend college. He said: 

I mean, I was pretty smart, but my counselors were just like, hey, just graduate. You know, 
this is all you're going to be is a trade school person. The opportunities to go to a college 
was never even in their eyes. It was a we're just getting you here, so you don't go to jail 
situation. And so, to see how this school was doing it, it was totally opposite of what I grew 
up in.  

Though public schools may have changed dramatically since Jeremy and his partner Rose 

graduated in the early 1990’s, they used their experience to understand what city public schools 

could offer their children. Rose shared, “So we were like, okay, do we want to send our kids to 

that type of school [public], or do we want to get them involved in something different in these 

charter schools?” When parents’ own experiences in public schools were negative and 

marginalizing, “something different” was all the more attractive.  
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School like HCP Charter presented a hopeful alternative to traditional public schools in 

which parents had experienced unsafe environments and low expectations. Dahlia33 went to a large 

public high school in Arroyo that she felt was unsafe, “It was all about gangs and stuff like that. It 

was bad.” When asked why she wanted her daughter at HCP Charter she said, “So I have a little 

brother and a little sister who actually went to HCP Charter, and they did a whole lot better than 

when I went through a regular high school.” At Dahlia’s public high school, teachers were 

overwhelmed with safety concerns and didn’t push students to reach their potential. She 

explained, “they were just like, ‘eh you have a lot of potential. OK, have a good day.’ And that's 

not what I want for her. I want someone to say, ‘You're smart, you have potential. You can do this. 

Now go apply for this.’” Dahlia had seen her two younger siblings pushed in this way and now 

hoped it was her daughter’s turn to shine, saying, “She's following in their path to do that… I wish 

I would've went to HCP Charter when I was growing up… But things happen for a good reason. 

And maybe it just wasn't my time to be something fantastic, but it could be hers. You know.” 

The lived experiences of second-generation parents in traditional public high schools 

served as proof of the similar risk their children would face if they also attended these schools. 

Marginalizing experiences via low academic preparation, low expectations, and a lack of safety 

informed parents’ decisions to not enroll their children in traditional public high schools. These 

experiences of marginalization were combined with information gained from network ties and the 

media to strengthen their perception that traditional public high schools are risky and that they 

could protect their children from experiencing these same low expectations by moving them to a 

school like HCP Charter, which emphasized preparing for college. 

School choice scholarship often focuses on information families gather about alternatives 

such as private or charter schools at a moment of transition while ignoring the accumulated 
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information gained about traditional public schools over a lifetime that make parents consider or 

seek out an alternative. This cumulation of negative information about and experiences in future 

zoned schools made HCP Charter something families were willing and excited to “try out”. 

“We’ll try it out.”: Charter School Choice as Experimentation  

In choosing HCP Charter for their children parents were hopeful they had found a “better” 

school and were willing to experiment with something new given the risk they had experienced or 

feared awaited in traditional public schools. Parents placed importance on gaining personal 

experiences in new school settings and noted that the decision didn’t have to be permanent (though 

most hoped it would be) as a subsequent choice could be made.  

Families new to HCP Charter emphasized that experiencing the school was the best way 

to know what a charter school was really like. Alejandra34 shared, “We are very happy with the 

opportunity to experience something different from what we had…. She will experience a new 

school. My daughter was afraid that the academics would demand a lot… but we cannot judge 

without knowing. She has to enter and live the experience.”xvii Anita35 drew on this idea of learning 

about the school by being in it, saying, “Well, this will be my first year, so I want to experiment 

and see how well it goes… maybe it will be better for him, more opportunities, but let’s see what 

happens this year.”xviii Mia36 a second generation mother of four who works quality control analyst, 

has high hopes for her son’s future and these hopes drove her willingness to try something new. 

She shared, “He has a very good mind. And I was like, we gotta keep that mind working and keep 

 
xvii Nos sentimos muy contentas de la oportunidad de experimentar algo diferente a lo que yo ya había…. Va a 
experimentar nueva escuela. Ella tenía miedo por lo académico que les exigen mucho… Pero no podemos juzgar sin 
conocer. Ella tiene que entrar y vivir la experiencia. 
xviii Pues como es mi primer año ahora que se quiero experimentar a ver qué tan bien le va… Pues porque pues es 
mejor para el, quizás mas oportunidades, pero vamos a ver era qué pasa este ano. 
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feeding it things. I tell him you’re gonna be somebody! I think I just need him to go to a better 

school. So, I was like, we’re going to give HCP Charter a try.”  

Like Mia, many parents framed HCP Charter, as something they would try out. Yinessa37 

shared, “I had a friend that her son was already going there. She just told us how great of a school 

it is, and so we’re like okay we’ll try it out!” Grace38 similarly explained, “I have a close friend 

and she’s an educator as well. She had her son enrolled at HCP Charter... I said, hey, it’s working 

out for her. I’m going to give it a try!”  Alma39 spoke with her daughter’s public-school teachers 

for advice and they used a similar logic. Alma explained, “I talked to them, and…they said, ‘I 

think she could do better in a different place… I think it’s a good idea or at least try it. If she 

doesn’t feel comfortable, she can always come back.’” Alma took their advice and enrolled her 

daughter, who she assured, “If you don’t like it you can always come back.”   

This willingness to try something new was placed in direct contrast to the traditional public 

schools that families had experienced or had available to them. Sarita40 shared, “I’m the kind that 

if everybody says this is a better school, I’m going to give it a try. If not, then here’s the rest of the 

schools. But I had never heard nothing good out of these other schools here.” Ernie41 noted that 

there was nothing to lose by trying out HCP Charter, he said: 

We read about it on the web, we checked it out, and you know I mean of course, it’s going 
to be all positive right?... And so, then at the end of the day, you know, we kind of decided, 
well I mean, it’s a year right? He didn’t have to go forever. So you know check it out, it 
can’t hurt. Can’t be any worse than what he came from. And, you know, go from 
there...We’re kind of taking it as a learning opportunity. 

 
Ernie highlights the ways that families position trying out a charter school in relation to their 

experiences in traditional public schools. If charter schools “can’t be any worse” than public 

schools that families have available to them, then there is no risk, just “a learning opportunity,” 

associated with public school exit. This low risk, combined with a high possible reward, was 
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discussed by parents as a reason to try out HCP Charter. Whether escaping a negative school 

context or protecting their children from a future school they deemed risky, Latinx families in this 

sample – across class, education, and generation in the U.S. – believed it was worth “trying out” 

HCP Charter in order to find the best school, or at least “a better school,” for their children.  

The advice and experiences of family, friends, neighbors, educators, and coworkers were 

accumulated over time and combined with media stories and lived experiences to form parental 

perceptions of risk in future public schools, making public school exit an act of protection and risk 

avoidance. Parents whose children had had positive elementary school experiences acted 

preemptively to remove their children and protect the bright futures they envisioned. For parents 

whose children had had negative experiences in public schools this information about future risk 

reinforced their sense that removal was necessary. In both cases, HCP Charter provided parents 

with a path to remove their children from these settings and “try out” something new.  

III. PUBLIC SCHOOL EXIT AND SCHOOL QUALITY  

Parents spoke of their exit from traditional public schools, in favor of HCP Charter, as a 

way to escape negative public school contexts and avoid future schools they perceived as risky. 

These escape and protection strategies are premised upon the idea that HCP Charter has something 

better to offer than the traditional public schools available to them. I compare the school contexts 

that students were exiting and would have entered with HCP Charter, to consider whether these 

perceptions of gain are reflected in the school quality letter grades and student achievement data 

of these comparative campuses. 

Choice Pathway into HCP Charter  

In their transition from fifth to sixth grade all families maintained or gained school quality, 

as represented by school letter grade and average STAAR scores. I have school pathway data for 
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all thirty-one families but one entering student was exiting a private school, so I do not have 

accountability data to compare their previous and current school setting, limiting this analysis to 

thirty families.   

Figure 3 (Figure 3 around here) depicts the school pathway that these 30 families chose, 

the choice pathway, and the zoned pathway these same families would have experienced had they 

remained in or entered their zoned middle school. These diverging quality paths are clear with all 

families maintaining or gaining quality through their choice pathway and losing quality or 

maintaining lower quality schools in their zoned pathway. In the transition from fifth to sixth grade 

23 families gained quality with 13 families moving from B to A (42%) and 10 families moving 

from C to A (33%). If these 23 families had not exited traditional public schools, they who have 

remained in similarly rated B and C contexts with four families losing quality. Seven families 

began in an A rated school and were able to maintain quality through their transition to HCP 

Charter.  In all seven cases these families would have lost quality if their child had attended their 

zoned school in place of HCP Charter three moving to a B, one a C, and three to F, as depicted by 

their downward streams.  STAAR student achievement data is useful in contextualizing these 

gains.  To quantify this difference, I subtract the STAAR score of the zoned school families would 

have attended for sixth grade from HCP Charter’s STAAR score. This difference in student 

achievement ranged from 1 to 36 points with a median of 16.5 points and average of 16 points 

higher at HCP Charter. As shown in Table 3, over half of families gained between 11 and 20 points 

by selecting HCP Charter for sixth grade. (Table 3 around here) 

Fear of Future School 

To consider future quality contexts I use respondent addresses to determine where the 31 

focal children are zoned to attend intermediate (7-8 grade) and high school (9-12). These 
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predictions may overstate future risk as families may have navigated into alternative choice 

settings, such as magnet schools or other charter school networks, if they hadn’t been accepted 

into HCP Charter. However, these are the zoned traditional school that children would attend if 

families did nothing and serve as an excellent proxy for the local option parents talk about wanting 

to avoid in our interviews. Comparing HCP Charter to these schools captures the future school 

quality context in which these exit decisions are being made. Accountability grades for upper 

schools in AISD are more homogeneous than district elementary and middle schools for example 

no AISD high schools scored below a B and only one intermediate school did. To account for this 

homogeneity, I calculate STAAR score differences for each family’s diverging pathway at the 

seventh and eighth grade level (intermediate in AISD, middle school in HISD) and high school 

level (9-12). I find that though families gain quality at the 7th and 8th grade level the largest average 

gains come in high school, providing support for the perception of risk families associated with 

the traditional public high schools their children were zoned to.  

In seventh and eighth grade all 31 families experienced gains in student achievement. Of 

these 31 families 6 would have remained in an A rated school context if they attended their zoned 

school in place of HCP Charter, 19 would have attend B rated school contexts, and 6 would have 

attended C or F rated schools. The difference in student achievement scores between HCP Charter 

and a student’s zoned 7th and 8th grade school range from 5 to 36 points, with a median of 9 points 

and an average 14 point difference in campus student achievement scores. As show in Figure 4, 

just over half of families (52%) would gain between 0 and 10 points by attending HCP Charter 

rather than their zoned intermediate level school and 4 families (13%) would gain between 31 and 

40 points. (Figure 4 around here) 
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The larger more consistent gains in student achievement contexts come at the high school. 

HCP Charter has a higher letter ranking than any zoned high school these families could attend so 

no families would maintain quality, but 24 families would attend a campus that is one letter grade 

lower with a B rating (77%), and 7 families would attend a campus that is two letter grades lower 

with a C (23%). The difference in student achievement scores at HCP Charter and a student’s 

zoned high school range from 4 to 32 points with a median of 17 points and an average 17.5 point 

difference in campus student achievement. At the high school level 18 families (58%) gained 

between 11 and 20 points and 8 families (26%) gained 21 points or more.  These differences in 

student achievement at the high school level provide quantitative data to better understand the 

qualitative data in which parents spoke about the zoned high schools their child would have 

attended as motivation for their decision to exit traditional public schools. 

From their transition into HCP Charter in sixth grade to the student achievement contexts 

in zoned intermediate and high schools, HCP Charter represented a universal gain in terms of 

student achievement for all 31 families. This complementary quantitative analysis demonstrates 

that parents’ qualitative perceptions of risk in future public schools and gain at HCP Charter are 

accurate but don’t point to the school practices that contribute to this difference. Follow-up 

interviews with parents and students following their first year attending HCP Charter provides an 

exciting future direction to better understand if and how families perceive HCP Charter is distinct 

from the traditional public schools that their children have attended.  

DISCUSSION  

I find that Latinx parents removed their children from traditional public schools and 

enrolled in HCP Charter in response to direct negative experiences and to avoid future risk. It was 

not just negative experiences of children than encouraged exit, as unsuccessful attempts at parental 
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intervention increased parental frustration with the schools their children attended. Removal prior 

to negative experiences also occurred as a way to protect their children from increased risk they 

perceived in public upper schools. This perception of risk in future public schools, was 

accumulated over time and based on information gathered through networks, media, and day-to-

day experiences. U.S.-born Latinx parents aimed to disrupt the inequality and low expectations 

they experienced in their own schooling by avoiding public high schools for their own children, 

while immigrant parents relied on networks, media, and their family members’ experiences in U.S. 

schools as a point of reference. Parents noted that they had little to lose in “trying out” HCP 

Charter, given the public school options available to them.  School quality data confirms that the 

traditional public schools these thirty-one families had attended or would have attended have lower 

ratings and student achievement than HCP Charter.   

Latinx parents in my sample shared the risk avoidance strategies of high- and middle-

income whites but had fewer resources and distinct exit options. Studies of white families suggest 

a racialized logic of avoiding urban public schools in which they have little personal experience 

and would be a numeric minority (Bancroft, Amanda 2015; Hagerman 2018; Holme 2002). Those 

who do chose to participate in city schools employ what Kimelberg calls a privilege of risk in their 

ability to exit (via private school or a suburban move) whenever they please (Cucchiara 2013; 

Kimelberg 2014; Posey-Maddox 2014). The individuals I study do not have this privilege of 

optional removal or distance from risk, their perception of risk is rooted in their own lived 

experiences in urban schools and the experiences of people in their networks. Most don’t have the 

resources to pay private school tuition or move to privileged white suburban schools. Instead my 

respondents are transitioning between school contexts where over 90% of students are Latinx and 

the majority are economically disadvantaged. HCP Charter has fewer students and higher student 
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achievement than the traditional public schools that families had attended or were zoned to attend, 

but it is still 96% Latinx and 78.5% of students are economically disadvantaged. Despite these 

large differences in resources and school exit options, the Latinx parents’ I spoke with employed 

a similar age-based risk avoidance strategy to the high-income whites Kimelberg studied who were 

willing to give Boston public schools a chance at the elementary level but predicted this would 

change as their children aged (Kimelberg 2014). In both cases, as students got older, enrolling in 

public schools came with an increased perception of risk, around safety and college preparation, 

which made exit a means to protect their children. While Kimelberg’s respondents gave 

predictions of what they might do in the future when they faced this decision, I spoke with parents 

who had faced this decision and had acted on their perception of future risk. 

Latinx parents articulated complex understandings of risk shaped by experience in and 

perceptions of the school options that were accessible to them. Families articulate a reality in which 

risk is not a maybe, it is based on something that has happened to their child, themselves, or 

someone they know. This risk is complex and incorporates concerns around an unsafe school 

environment, a lack of challenging academics, a lack of response to parental concerns, low 

expectations for the future, as well as a generalized sense of risk acquired via networks, media, 

and day-to-day experience. And finally, there is a persistence of risk across time. Figure 5 shows 

the cumulation of experiences that parents referenced when discussing their decision to exit 

traditional public schools. These experiences in the past and the present, inform parental fear that 

these experiences will repeat themselves in the future (Figure 5 around here). In this sense, the 

experiences of Latinx families reflect that experiences of African American communities who 

have experienced generations of low-quality schooling. In reflecting on the popularity of charter 

schools in cities like Detroit and DC, Rooks (2017) writes, “The popularity of charter schools, and 
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their ability to fill long-held educational need in poor communities of color, speaks primarily to 

the deeply frustrating desire on the part of Black parents for public schools to provide their children 

with a quality education” (180).  This frustrating desire resonates with the Latinx families in this 

study, particularly families who had negative experiences as students in the past, have witnessed 

their children’s negative experiences in the present, and whose attempts at interventions were 

unsuccessful. The Latinx parents I spoke with made strategic but positioned choices based on their 

lived experiences and the school options available to them, which resonate with past school choice 

research focused on working-class families of color (Cooper 2005; Ellison and Aloe 2019). 

Studies of public-school exit can be used to understand parental concerns and encourage 

public school reform. I highlight the continued concerns surrounding school safety, bullying, and 

academics, but add that the treatment of parents who attempt to raise their concerns to schools may 

add motivation for families to exit. Patterns of parental intervention in this study did not map neatly 

onto class, with families across class, language, and generation, attempting to intervene on their 

children’s behalf, but there attempts at intervention were largely successful. Instead of being 

validated, supported, accommodated, and treated as exemplar involved parents (Calarco 2020; 

Cucchiara 2013; Lewis-McCoy 2014), their concerns were brushed off, they were told not to 

complain, or that they were the problem, not the school. This negative reception was more 

prevalent among working-class parents, suggesting that power dynamics – along lines of parental 

education and language – had a hand in this treatment. Previous scholarship on parent school 

interactions suggests that working-class parents avoid intervention all together because of these 

power dynamics (Calarco 2018; Lareau 2011). In studying a cross class group of Latinx families 

I find that this pattern does not hold. Latinx parents not only tried to intervene on their children’s 
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behalf, but when it went poorly, they used this as motivation to find a school setting that would 

validate and address their concerns.  

While this work points to some concrete areas for public school reform, the risk based on 

personal experience that Latinx parents associated with public schools may be hard to overcome, 

even in the face of reform efforts. Second-generation parents who had marginalizing experiences 

in public schools consistently said that things may have changed since they attended (pointing to 

the possibility of reform) but were unwilling to risk their own children. This intergenerational 

component of public-school exit suggests that decades of poor treatment of Latinx youth in 

traditional public schools (Flores-González 2002; Gonzales 2015; Matute-Bianchi 1986; Ochoa 

2013; Stanton-Salazar 2001; Suárez-Orozco et al. 2010; Valenzuela 1999) will have an impact on 

how future parents perceive and select schools for their own children. Though they were 

underserved, these parents believe in the importance and power of education, and when they see a 

chance to provide their children with better or at least different schooling than they experienced, 

they are willing to try it out. Interventions that seek to provide information to families about reform 

or improved scores may not be enough to rebuild this trust with parents and communities that have 

been systemically underserved and personally impacted. Honest community wide conversations 

that recognize past harm and listen openly to parental concerns are needed to move forward.  

Future research is planned to better understand how parental expectations of HCP Charter 

match their experiences once enrolled. Though five of the families I spoke with have children who 

had graduated from HCP Charter and were attending college, for most of these families, we do not 

know their children’s outcomes yet.  We can’t know what would have happened if their children 

had remained in traditional public schools, but I aim to speak to parents’ perceptions and 

understandings of risk and opportunity. Follow-up interviews with parents and students after year 
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one will offer a more complete picture of how parents understand and experience the school 

context at HCP Charter as compared to the public schools their children had attended prior. It will 

also allow me to compare the perceptions of parents with those of their children. 

In this study, I spoke with 31 families (34 parents) who had a 6th grade child entering HCP 

Charter, and though they are not representative of all families at HCP Charter or all Latinx families, 

their stories illustrate a process and highlight the experiences that encouraged them to exit public 

schools. In the last decade the Latinx student population in charter schools has grown, this study 

provides ideas of why that might be. Charter school selection doesn’t happen in a vacuum, it is a 

response to the public-school options available to communities, which in the United States is 

deeply mapped onto race and class. Latinx families experience geographic segregation, which 

make it more difficult for them to access top public schools, and economic constraints that make 

private school and high-income neighborhoods inaccessible. As Daisy42 shared, “It’s like low 

income here. I totally get that if you live in River Oaksxix you’re gonna have schools that are 

preparing you to go to college since like first grade or something… But I obviously can’t afford to 

live in those neighborhoods… So it’s, like okay, if I have this option [Arroyo ISD] or this one 

[HCP Charter], I’m going to take HCP Charter.” As Daisy shows, Latinx parents are weighing 

their options and selecting the best option they have access to within larger constraints, these 

options may increasingly become charter schools, given their expansion in cities nationwide. 

The Latinx population is on the rise, and Latinx students now make up the largest single 

demographic group within charter schools nationwide (McFarland et al. 2019). To understand why 

Latinx families are exiting traditional public schools for charter schools, public school districts 

should engage these communities in conversation and then take their answers seriously. Instead of 

 
xix River Oaks is a high income and majority white neighborhood in Houston 
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pointing fingers at Latinx parents for “abandoning” public schools, district leaders and public 

officials need to look at the quality of schools being offered to these communities and consider 

what they would do in their same position. Recent studies of urban school attendance have focused 

on how, why, when, and where middle- and high-income whites enroll their children in public 

schools. This interest in bringing wealthy whites back to urban public schools adopts a deficit 

mindset towards the low-income non-white families and students already in attendance and funnels 

resources and opportunities to groups who are already advantaged, thus reinforcing inequality 

(Cucchiara 2013; Kimelberg 2014; Posey-Maddox 2014). Instead of focusing on changing student 

demographics, urban public schools should focus on serving and retaining the families and 

students who are already attending these schools by listening and responding to their concerns. 

Doing so is a first step in working to rebuilt trust and make amends for decades of systemically 

underserving these same communities.   
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APPENDIX 

Table 1. Participating School and Feeder Districts 
 Houston College 

Prep Charter 
Arroyo ISD Houston ISD 

Economically Disadvantaged 78.5%  86.3% 79.9% 

Largest racial/ethnic groups Latinx (96.4%)  
Black (2.3%) 
White (0.5%) 

Latinx (83.4%) 
Black (7.2%) 
White (5.6%) 

Latinx (62.0%) 
Black (23.3%) 
White (9.0%) 

Performance Data  All Subjects All Subjects All Subjects 
     Approaches   89%   76%   72% 
     Meets   61%   45%   44% 
     Masters   27%   18% 

 
  21% 
 

College Ready Annual 
Graduates (2017-2018) 

78.3% 42.6% 48.7% 

Note: Data retrieved from Texas Academic Performance Reports (TAPR) 2018-2019 District and School Reports 
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Table 2. Sample Demographics (N=31)  

 Count Percent 
Race   
 Latinx 28 90.3% 
 Non-Latinx 3 9.7% 

Gender   
  Male 2 6.5% 
  Female 29 93.5% 

Age (mean) 39.3  

Education   
  Less than HS 5 16.1% 
  HS/GED 12 38.7% 
  Some College 3 9.7% 
  Associate Degree 3 9.7% 
  Bachelors  3 9.7% 
  Master’s Degree 5 16.1% 

Relationship Status   
  Married 20 64.5% 
  Single 2 6.5% 
  Divorced/Separated 3 9.7% 
  Unmarried Partner 6 19.4% 
   
# of Children (mean) 3 

 
Parental Nativity   
  U.S. Born 15 48.4% 
  Foreign Born 16 51.6% 

Experience with HCP Charter   
  First child entering 12 38.7% 

  Previous child attended 19 61.3% 

Zoned District   
  Arroyo ISD 21 67.7% 

  Houston ISD 10 32.3% 

Note: Three interviews included both parents, the 
demographics of the primary decision maker are recorded 
here, to not overrepresent those three families.   
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Figure 1. Cycle of frustration in traditional public schools   

Parental attempts at 
intervention 

x Concerns minimized 
x Inaction by school 
x Parents disrespected 
 

Motivation to exit traditional public schools 

Negative child 
experiences 

x Unsafe environments 
x Bullying 
x Academic concerns 
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HOUSTON ISD 

Elementary School 
PreK – 5th 

 Middle School 
6th – 8th 

 
High School 

9th – 12th 

ARROYO ISD 

Elementary 
PreK – 4th 

 Middle 
5th – 6th 

 Intermediate 
7th – 8th  

High School 
9th – 12th 

HOUSTON COLLEGE PREP (HCP CHARTER) 

Previous public, private, 
or charter school 

experience 
 Middle School & High School 

6th – 12th 

. 

    Figure 2. Varying school types by feeder districts   
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Figure 3. Comparative school quality pathways based on 2018-2019 school letter grades 

Note: Each family is represented by two pathways, the choice pathway represents the decision to 

enroll their child in HCP Charter for 6th grade and the zoned pathway represents the zoned path 

not taken had their child remained in or entered their zoned middle school   



 

 

53 

 

Table 3. Comparing HCP Charter Letter Grade and STAAR Score to Past and Future Schools   
 Percent                           N 
Comparison to Exiting and Avoided   N=30 

  Overall Letter Grade Gain Compare to 5th   
      Maintain A to A 23.3 7 
      +1 Letter Grade B to A 42.3 13 
      +2 Letter Grade C to A 33.3 10 

  STAAR Score Gains of 6th Grade Avoided   
0-10 30.0 9 
11-20 56.7 17 
21-30 0 0 
31-40 13.3 4 

   
Comparison to Zoned 7th / 8th Grade   N=31 

  Overall Letter Grade Gain    
      Maintain A to A 19.35 6 
      +1 Letter Grade B to A 61.29 19 
      +2 Letter Grade C to A 6.45 2 
      +4 Letter Grade F to A 12.90 4 

  STAAR Score Gains    
0-10 51.61 16 
11-20 35.48 11 
21-30 0 0 
31-40 12.90 4 

   
Comparison to Zoned High School   N=31 

  Overall Letter Grade Gain    
      Maintain A to A 0 0 
      +1 Letter Grade B to A 77.42 24 
      +2 Letter Grade C to A 22.58 7 

  STAAR Score Gains                    
0-10 16.13 5 
11-20 58.06 18 
21-30 9.68 3 
31-40 16.13 5 

Source: TEA School Report Card Data 2018-2019 
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Figure 4. Gains in student achievement scores by future school types. Each graph shows the 

number of families, out of the 31 families in the sample, who would belong in each category.  
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Figure 5. Persistence of risk over time and cumulative negative experiences in traditional public schools 

PRESENT EXPERIENCE PAST EXPERIENCE FUTURE CONCERNS 

Parental attempts 
at intervention 

x Concerns minimized 
x Inaction by school 

 

Negative experiences of 
parents as students 

x Low academic expectations 
x Low expectations for future 

Fear of future school 
x Experiences of network 
x Media coverage  
x Lived experience  

Motivation to exit or avoid traditional public schools 

Negative child 
experiences 

x Unsafe environments 
x Academic concerns 



 

 

56 

 

ENDNOTES 
 

1 Latinx is used as a gender-neutral term instead of Latino/a. 
2 I use a pseudonym for the school site, previous schools, and all individuals quoted, or children 
referenced in the article. My research protocols were approved the Rice University institutional 
review board. 
3 While I name Houston, I use a pseudonym for the suburban city where many of my respondents 
lived because naming it would make the school and charter network identifiable. 
4 Purposive sampling was not possible because the school did not share personal information or 
class lists with me, but heterogeneity naturally emerged across interviews with incoming 
families, reflecting diversity within the HCP Charter community. 
5 Cartalina (M202) First-generation, stay-at-home mom. Conducted July 19, 2019. Spanish. 
6 Alma (P101) First-generation, mother of three, family business. Conducted October 26, 2018. 
7 Cartalina (M202) First-generation, stay-at-home mom. Conducted July 19, 2019. Spanish. 
8 Grace (M228) First-generation, educator. Conducted October 5, 2019. 
9 Alejandra (M212) First-generation, cleans homes. Conducted July 29, 2019. Spanish. 
10 Anita (M218) First-generation, cleans homes. Conducted September 2, 2019. Spanish. 
11 Daisy (M223) Second-generation, tax accountant. Conducted September 21, 2019. 
12 Ernie (M201) Second-generation, IT manager. Conducted July 17, 2019. 
13 Alejandra (M212) First-generation, cleans homes. Conducted July 29, 2019. Spanish. 
14 Ramira (M220) First-generation, stay-at-home mom. Conducted September 11, 2019. Spanish. 
15 Isabel (M225) First-generation, family business. Conducted September 25, 2019. Spanish. 
16 Selena (M211) Second-generation, unemployed. Conducted July 24, 2019.  
17 Dahlia (M205) Second-generation, bartender. Conducted July 22, 2019. 
18 Angela (M215) Second-generation, educator. Conducted August 1, 2019. 
19 Michelle (M209) Second-generation, barber. Conducted July 23, 2019. 
20 Valeria (P102) First-generation, cleans homes. Conducted October 26, 2018. Spanish. 
21 Daisy (M223) Second-generation, tax accountant. Conducted September 21, 2019. 
22 Alejandra (M212) First-generation, cleans homes. Conducted July 29, 2019. Spanish. 
23 Marie (M203) Second-generation, purchasing. Conducted July 19, 2019. 
24 Angela (M215) Second-generation, educator. Conducted August 1, 2019. 
25 Grace (M228) First-generation, educator. Conducted October 5, 2019. 
26 Ramira (M220) First-generation, stay-at-home mom. Conducted September 11, 2019. Spanish. 
27 Sarita (M226) Second-generation, field supply analyst. Conducted October 2, 2019. 
28 Isabel (M225) First-generation, family business. Conducted September 25, 2019. Spanish. 
29 Daisy (M223) Second-generation, tax accountant. Conducted September 21, 2019. 
30 Sarita (M226) Second-generation, field supply analyst. Conducted October 2, 2019. 
31 Yinessa (M221) Second-generation, project manager. Conducted September 14, 2019. 
32 Jeremy and Rose (M214) Second generation, real estate and sales. Conducted August 3, 2019. 
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33 Dahlia (M205) Second-generation, bartender. Conducted July 22, 2019. 
34 Alejandra (M212) First-generation, cleans homes. Conducted July 29, 2019. Spanish. 
35 Anita (M218) First-generation, cleans homes. Conducted September 2, 2019. Spanish. 
36 Mia (M207) Second-generation, quality control analyst. Conducted July 23, 2019. 
37 Yinessa (M221) Second-generation, project manager. Conducted September 14, 2019. 
38 Grace (M228) First-generation, educator. Conducted October 5, 2019. 
39 Alma (P101) First-generation, mother of three, family business. Conducted October 26, 2018. 
40 Sarita (M226) Second-generation, field supply analyst. Conducted October 2, 2019. 
41 Ernie (M201) Second-generation, IT manager. Conducted July 17, 2019. 
42 Daisy (M223) Second-generation, tax accountant. Conducted September 21, 2019. 


