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Executive Summary
In 2002, the government of British Columbia passed new legislation making school
catchment boundaries permeable in districts that did not already practice open
enrollment. The legislation is a departure from the neighbourhood schools policy that
offers uniform educational services to all students. It gave BC parents and students the
right to choose among schools, with the proviso that local students still have first priority
at their neighbourhood school and cannot be displaced.

This study attempted to examine the intentions and effects of the legislation on the
public education system. It was undertaken by a team of two former superintendents
and four graduate students under principal investigator, Dan Brown. The research was
focused on 20 urban districts in B.C. The inquiry continued from September 2002, not
long after the proclamation of the legislation, to June 2004, the end of the first school
year under the open enrollment arrangements. Based upon interviews, documents,
websites, and a survey of school principals, it examined the provincial setting, districts,
schools, and individual experiences with regard to broader choice. One focus of the
study was the number of applications for new schools of choice that emerged, their
processes, influences upon them and their disposition. Another was the effects of choice
at the provincial, district, school and individual level. The overarching question was:
What are the conditions and prospects for school choice in B.C. in light of the legislation
providing open enrollment?

SELECTED FINDINGS
School choice is consistent with other provincial education reforms being instituted
simultaneously. The Ministry of Education’s aim of making schools more responsive to
the wishes of parents and students is the primary consideration. Other concomitant
features of choice, such as competition, innovation, and efficiency, are secondary.

The research identified 74 applications for new schools or programs of choice received
by the 20 school boards during the years 1999-2004. This averages 0.74 per district per
year across five years. Traditional, French immersion, and fine arts schools were the
most frequently mentioned. A majority (74%) of the proposals brought to boards was
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approved and the rate of applications appears to be increasing. Parents are clearly the
source of most (71%) proposals, but they requested more district support in assembling
the applications. Boards generally have developed policies guiding proposals for new
schools and programs.

School trustees and educators hold strongly contrasting philosophies regarding choice;
many believe in neighbourhood schools and standardized educational services; a minority
asserted a customer-oriented perspective, saying that choice will strengthen public
education. Districts, too, differ considerably in the “climate of choice” they provide. A
small group of districts espouses school choice, has more applications and offers more
learning opportunities. A second group has some schools of choice but gives mixed
signals about their commitment to them. The third group of districts believes
neighbourhood schools should be safeguarded and that schools should not be
encouraged to differentiate themselves from others.

When schools have school-wide specializations, such as French immersion and fine arts,
a fair fraction have wait lists; some are long. Schools with program specializations within
them had fewer wait lists, while schools with particular kinds of delivery (e.g., year-round)
had even fewer waiting lists. In accordance with the specific priorities stated in the
legislation, districts have student transfer policies that guide students who wish to change
schools. The policies appear to conform to the legislation, although some practices restrict
student flows. Unfortunately, very little quantitative data on student transfers were
available. Only two districts provide aggregated data; one had a transfer rate between
schools of about 11%, the other about 35%, a considerable difference in the amount of
movement by students from their neighbourhood schools to other schools.

While schools are facing an increasing need to reach out to prospective parents and
students, principals differed on the extent to which they should do so. Some were
concerned that more communications would increase competition between schools,
having negative effects on schools and students. While most principals favoured the
neighbourhood school model, a minority supported “healthy competition”, suggesting
it was beneficial for their schools and for public education.

CONCLUSIONS
Overall, based on the early evidence, the research reveals that the prospects for public
school choice under the new legislation are mixed. There is considerable activity in
some districts and the rate of applications for new schools is increasing, but other districts
and many educators hold assiduously to the neighbourhood schools philosophy. The
legislation appears to have had a modest effect on school choice in the province in the
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short term—there has not been a significant increase in school responsiveness to parents
and students.

The new open enrollment policy is only enabling; it does not guarantee school choice.
Children retain the right to stay in their neighbourhood schools, safeguarding the schools
from any strong incentive to differentiate themselves. The legislation does not address
the provision (or the supply) of choice, and parents cannot choose if real and practical
options are not made available. Consequently, the policy is a modest approach to the
expansion of school choice.

Nevertheless, the advent of open enrollment in British Columbia begins to redefine
public education. Rather than just providing schools that are regarded primarily as agents
of the state with the main responsibility to offer uniform educational services to all
students, two new aims have been added. One is that public schools are being asked to
be sites where a sense of community can grow and the connections to homes and families
can be affirmed. The other aim is that public schools are asked to offer divergent
opportunities to adapt to the widely varied interests of individual students as they pursue
their educational achievements. It is possible that the incorporation of equity, liberty,
and community is the future of public education in this province.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The study makes a number of recommendations that could assist the legislation to achieve
its intended objectives. Among them are encouragements to all levels of the public school
system regarding actions to be taken:

Ministry of Education

• Maintain and strengthen the open enrollment policy
• Require school districts to make public the rates of student transfers between

their schools.
• Include school choice objectives within district contracts when appropriate.
• Monitor and review the open enrollment policy.

School Boards and District Staff

• Appoint a facilitator to aid applicants for new schools of choice.
• Have policies on the application and procedures for establishing new schools of

choice.
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• Ensure that teacher contracts are flexible regarding schools of choice.
• Ensure that students can transfer easily between schools in the district.
• Encourage healthy competition among your district schools.
• Monitor and rectify any undesirable effects of school choice.

Schools and Parents

• Study other examples of schools and programs of choice.
• Propose innovations that have the potential to increase learning opportunities

and student achievement.
• Consider potential school closures as opportunities to establish schools of choice.
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 1
Introduction

During the decade of 1991-2001, school choice within most public school districts in
British Columbia was permitted in a highly restricted manner. The prevailing assumption
was that a child would attend his or her neighbourhood school. Apart from students
who attended French immersion and a modest number who were able to select other
programs, transfers across school catchments were few and monitored strictly by
educators. Decisions to approve a transfer were made by sending and receiving principals
based upon the availability of space and their assessments of the educational needs of
the children. The integrity of the neighbourhood school was an important educational
goal, one that required a relative uniformity of programs available to all students in all
schools. With few exceptions, school boards considered competition for students to be
unwarranted and provided little, if any, information that would differentiate one school
from the next.

These conditions changed, however, both gradually and precipitously, due to a
combination of factors. Educational funding pressures meant that boards could no longer
maintain the same services in each school, and consolidations among programs became
necessary. Declining enrollments in some districts prompted recommendations for school
closures, raising the prospect of school “rescue” via specialization. Although many boards
remained resolutely committed to the neighbourhood schools concept, the pressure for
educational choice grew among parents. Parent groups petitioned their boards to establish
specialized schools. Some succeeded; many failed (Coleman, 1998). According to Kelsey
et al. (1998), there were 105 schools and programs of choice throughout the province in
1997-98, a modest number in light of the circa 1,850 public schools. The relative scarcity
of choice was also reflected in a report on three schools of choice by Brown (1999).
Information with which to compare individual schools also became widely available
through the annual provincial skills assessments at Grades 4,7 and 10 and satisfaction
surveys, as well as the Fraser Institute’s School Report Card, initially based on provincial
diploma examinations but later incorporating results at Grades 4, 7 and 10.
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An important resource reallocation happened with the awarding of a 2.5% salary increase
to the province’s teachers for each of three years, starting in July 2001. Boards were
expected to fund the increases for 2002 and 2003 within their existing budgets. Coupled
with enrollment declines in some districts (particularly suburban districts affected by
emigration and rural districts with collapsing economies), boards looked hard for
efficiencies and found that some school specialization blunted the adjustment. Moreover,
the prima facie funding reductions encouraged some of them to consider their market
share of pupils and net losses to neighbouring districts and independent schools.

CONTEXT FOR CHOICE
As noted in the literature, school choice is affected greatly by the structure in which it is
provided and the setting in which it occurs (Gaskell, 2001a). Although British Columbia
has compulsory education between the years of 6 and 16, there are many ways to satisfy
the requirement to participate in learning the provincial curriculum. Parents may send
their children to independent (non-public) schools, many of which receive per-pupil aid
at the level of 50% provided to the public school district in which they are located. For
such parents, the burden of tuition is in the range of $2,000 to $3,000 per year except for
the college preparatory schools where it is higher. Independent schools in B.C. serve
close to 10% of all students and comprise 16% of all schools1 and they realized a 60%
growth during the past decade, a period in which enrollments in public schools showed
a small decline.2 Homeschooling served a small but growing fraction of students, with
3,689 students registered in 2002-2003.3 The majority of students attend public schools.

During the period when new legislation on school choice came into effect (2002 and
2003), the Ministry was implementing a range of policies that facilitated choice in general.
It was creating the “conditions for choice.” The prevailing framework was one in which
educational institutions are judged not on how well they adhere to procedures (such as
minutes of instruction per week) but on results (such as graduation rates). In general,
that means students will have a greater variety of means to attain their education and
schools have more flexibility in their delivery of that education, but the outcomes will be
monitored more closely than they have been in the past. Ways in which the “throughputs”
of education have been made more amenable to local or individual control include:
more class size variability based on district averages instead of individual classroom limits;
increased flexibility of graduation requirements; less ‘targeted’ funding; more programs
of choice within schools; more locally developed courses; the implementation of school
planning councils that advise the school administration, analyze school data, and develop
school improvement plans; greater Internet connectivity to facilitate online learning;
and opportunities for public-private partnerships in school construction.

1 Ministry of Education, 2004a
2 Federation of Independent School Associations, 2003
3 Ministry of Education, 2004a
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In particular, the educational choices and opportunities of rural, Aboriginal, and
preschool students were to be enhanced (e.g., through distance learning, cultural and
language programs, and parenting programs). If successful, those specific reforms would
redress some of the most glaring inequalities in provincial education. The changes were
expected to be implemented without new resources. Districts “start with zero, set priorities,
and reallocate,” suggesting that a great deal can be accomplished through local autonomy
even when there is a shortage of resources to implement changes.

School districts, schools, and students in B.C. now have greater autonomy as a
consequence of the reforms. Greater freedom implies stronger accountability, however,
and this new accountability comes in the form of more extensive monitoring of districts
on a wide range of indicators. Quantitative indicators include standardized tests at the
end of Grade 4, 7, and 10, along with the results of provincial examinations at the end of
Grade 12, all of which are published annually on the Ministry of Education website and
by school in the media. Other indicators include graduation, attendance, and mobility
rates, parental satisfaction surveys with their results made available at the school level,
and program costs per pupil. These measurable indicators of progress are augmented
by annual contracts with districts that are associated with district reviews and contain
specific targets for improvement such as retention rates of First Nations’ children or
establishing new programs to meet local needs. School boards are now subject to two
major forces, both enhanced relative to their strength in the recent past: on the one
hand, the Ministry is watching their performance more closely; on the other hand, parents
and students are assuming more active roles in elementary and secondary education.

The provincial monitoring process includes watching over the provision of school and
program choice. Ministry personnel monitor minutes of school board meetings, the
superintendents’ listserv, content of district websites, and reports from district reviews.
In two instances, the Ministry undertook its own research by partnering with five districts
to investigate how choice was progressing, and by reviewing quantitative indicators of
choice such as percentages of district students in French immersion, alternate schools,
Grade 1, programs for international students, and independent schools. Thus, Ministry
personnel have a sense of the extent to which districts have provided schools of choice
or services to students from within or outside their boundaries.

OPEN ENROLLMENT
Prior to 2003, the BC Ministry of Education had reviewed choice policies in other Anglo-
American democracies and was resolved to avoid any shortcomings experienced elsewhere.
They remained, however, dissatisfied with the rigid school boundary policies that were upheld
by many districts, making it difficult for students to attend a school outside their
neighbourhood, despite parental wishes. This may be illustrated by the case of a single working
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mother denied the option of placing her child in the Kindergarten near her work, necessitating
a one-hour bus ride to reach her child if needed during the day. Parental satisfaction with
schools was a modest 63% in B.C., compared to Edmonton at 90%. 4

In the 2002-2003 year, the Province of British Columbia enacted open enrollment
legislation, overlaid on an education system of about 1,800 public schools serving 569,441
full-time students at an average cost per pupil of $6,455. 5 Since there will be fewer
students in coming years, the open enrollment scheme has become important for public
and independent schools alike.

Although the onus to provide choice is on the districts, there remained some practical
impediments to choice. Funding did not always “follow the child” to another district
when students moved after the final date of allocation (September 30) and funding for
distance education was restricted to one district per child. Firm boundaries for school
districts and schools were preferable for planning for the provision of education, since
enrollment growth or decline and associated programs needs could be more easily
predicted. Space was another issue. School board control of buildings originally funded
by the Ministry could increase or retard the provision of choice to parents depending on
the orientation of the board. For instance, district refusal to make empty buildings
available to independent schools restricted choices outside of public education. Space
considerations were becoming less of an impediment to the provision of new schools of
choice in some districts because enrollment was shrinking throughout the province.

There are two important distinctions to be made with regard to open boundary policies
(apart from whether the governing legislation is mandatory or voluntary). One is whether
they pertain to district boundaries (interdistrict) or school catchments (intradistrict). In
the United States, about 17 states now permit interdistrict migration; some provide the
needed transportation. About 28 states have between-school or intradistrict legislation.6

Some have both.

The other distinction addresses who can move beyond the neighbourhood school. Some
state jurisdictions, such as Florida and Wisconsin, that permit students to change schools,
restrict that right to those in low-performance or priority schools. Other states allow all
students to migrate quite freely, e.g., Arizona and Missouri. Regardless of the kind of
open enrollment scheme, there are invariably state and district regulations regarding
how and when students and their parents may choose schools. For instance, Arizona law
stipulates that students who reside within a school’s catchment and who attend the school
have the first priority, then others such as siblings, district students living outside the
catchment, students in feeder schools, and nonresident students have a lesser priority,
roughly in descending order.7

4 Steffenhagen, 2003
5 Ministry of Education, 2004a
6 Education Commission of the States, 2004.
7 Meza Public Schools, 2004
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In Canada, all provinces permit interdistrict transfers but do not always provide funding.
Only three have legislation for intradistrict transfers. Alberta funds student movement
to schools providing there is an appropriate program and space. Manitoba does the
same with a standard system of priorities based on student residence. Neither has the
strength of the legislation in British Columbia, which requires educators to accept
transfers8. The B.C. legislation9 granted parents the right to send their children to any
public school, providing that there is an availability of space in the receiving school.

IMPETUS FOR EDUCATIONAL CHANGE
The prevailing view of the government when the legislation was drafted appears to have
been that the public education system is too bureaucratized and inflexible as it tries to
provide service to students and parents who are seen as the primary consumers. According
to the interviewees who are employees of the Provincial Government in the Ministry of
Education in Victoria, institutional arrangements, protocols, agreements, regulatory red
tape, perverse financial arrangements and a host of other hindrances were preventing
public schools from offering needed options to parents and students. As one interviewee
at the Ministry said, “Choice and flexibility are political words to get around the teacher-
centredness of education and also to address genuine need.” Interviewees frequently
mentioned that the policy direction was away from the “one-size-fits-all” provision. The
position of the government is that the delivery of public education needs to be reformed
in order to strengthen it. One important step towards the implementation of school
choice reform was to hire a deputy minister known for instituting a liberal choice plan in
the Edmonton Public Schools system and perceived as a champion of educational choice
who can strengthen public education using policy processes.10

British Columbia is not a leader in school choice. England and Wales experienced major
changes starting in 1988. New Zealand enacted its sweeping reforms in 1989. America’s
charter schools began in 1991 and continue to grow in numbers, now being present in
40 states. Apart from independent school options and individual district initiatives, the
provision of school choice was limited in B.C. By 2002, the government had a number of
alternatives gleaned from experiences in other English speaking countries. It could have
provided legislation for public charter schools or experimental schools under
performance contracts. It could have given full funding to Roman Catholic schools or
provided parents of students in independent schools with tuition tax credits. It could
have struck down the prohibition of teaching religion in public schools, thus allowing
some independent schools to become public. Instead, the Provincial Government enacted
permeable school boundaries. Instead of imposing one of the strong versions of school

8 Bardy et al., 2003
9 Province of British Columbia, 2002
10 Dosdall and Diemert, 2002; Dosdall, 2001
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choice apparent in other jurisdictions, the government decided to let schools and
programs of choice come forward naturally—a bottoms up approach. That strategy is a
gamble, of course, because if choices are not facilitated, approved, and developed by
districts, then freedom to choose could remain restricted, no longer by rigid boundaries,
but by the lack of provision by districts.

British Columbia is not alone in providing greater choice to students and parents. There
appears to be Canada-wide support for parental choice among public schools, with a
recent poll reporting that 57% of respondents wished to be able to send their children
to the public school of their choice.11 In Ontario, not only are Roman Catholic schools
fully funded by public monies but tuition tax credits for independent schools were
introduced, although later withdrawn12. Alberta’s Catholic schools are supported by tax
dollars and the presence of charter schools is noteworthy13, although their numbers are
small. Interest in parental choice of schools continues to be high in Alberta’s cities,14

and a recent study of choice and accountability15 across Canada reveals an extensive
level of interest and many provincial variations. Holmes (1998) provides a reasoned
account of the strengths of school choice, particularly the integrative experiences it
provides for children. Contrarily, Ungerleider (2003) argues that any increase in school
choice threatens public education because it is likely to contribute to greater disparities
in educational opportunities. The prospect of more choice in British Columbia is
predictably controversial.

THE LEGISLATION
Section 74.1 of the British Columbia School Act, called “Enrollment in an educational
program,” defines kinds of students according to four levels: catchment area, non-catchment
area, school district, and non-school district16. That hierarchy is important because it means
catchment area children have the first right to attend that school. The section requires
boards to establish a due date for applications from students to attend schools other than
their neighbourhood school. If space and facilities are available in the school to which the
student has applied, boards must accept the request for transfer according to the order
listed above. No other limiting features of the receiving school are mentioned.

The Act says that priority may be given to students currently enrolled in a school and to
their siblings so that once a student has transferred, he or she may be given equal status as
other students residing in the catchment of the receiving school. That provision obviates

11 National Post, 2001
12 Province of Ontario, 2003
13 Bosetti et al., 2000
14 Bosetti, 2004
15 Bardy et al., 2003
16 Province of British Columbia (2004). School Act, R.S.B.C., C52-C55 March 30, 2004 Victoria, B.C.http://
www.bced.gov.bc.ca/legislation/schoollaw/revisedstatutescontents.pdf



School Choice Under Open Enrollment    19

the need for a student who transferred previously to reapply to his or her receiving school
each year. It also allows priority to be given to siblings to attend the same school. Section
75.1, entitled “Catchment areas,” requires boards to establish boundaries for each school.
They usually comprise a segment of a district but may coincide with the district boundaries.
The most important features of this piece of legislation are 1) the primary right of students
to attend their neighbourhood schools and 2) the secondary right of students to attend
schools outside their neighbourhood. Although catchments remain in place and they do
not cross district boundaries, they are made permeable by this revision to the Act which
passed Third Reading as the School Amendment Act on May 13, 2002.

The open enrollment legislation does not stand by itself. In another document, called the
Mandate for the School System, the province issued a statement that defines the mandate for
schools in 1989. As part of general policies delineating rights and responsibilities in the school
system, diversity and choice are highlighted. “In an effort to accommodate varying parental
and student expectations of school services, public schools, within available resources, will
provide parents and students with choice of programs. Government is also committed to the
principle that parents have an historic right of choice regarding the schooling of their
children.”17 Again, parental choice is affirmed and the duty of the system to provide it is
proclaimed. School boards are asked “...to set policies that reflect the aspirations of the
community...” That clause may be interpretable as having the responsibility to provide new
programs of choice but they are not mentioned specifically.

The Ministry also published two pamphlets that are directed toward parents and
apparently designed to encourage school choice. “Choosing a School in British Columbia:
A Checklist for Parents; What kind of school do you want for your child?” suggests
information sources and questions that parents can ask about a school’s philosophy and
approach, resources available, how parents are received, practical considerations, school
identity, and school performance.18 “Developing More Choices Within the K-12 Public
Education System: Do you want a particular type of school or program in your district?”
mentions a few kinds of choices and presents some considerations for the process of
bringing forward a new choice option, such as inquiring in other districts, ascertaining
level of interest, ensuring conformity with legislation, and working with the school board.19

Logos of the Ministry of Education, the B.C. School Trustees’ Association, and the B.C.
Confederation of Parent Advisory Councils appear on both pamphlets.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
The current educational context in British Columbia provides a special opportunity to
learn from the experiences of one province as it embarks on a course of increasing

17 Ministry of Education, 2003b.
18 Ministry of Education, 2004c
19 Ministry of Education, 2004d
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school choice. How is school choice being interpreted and acted upon in the major
urban districts? The study’s purposes were fourfold. Using perspectives from the literature
and standard research methods, its aims were to:

• ascertain the intention and design of the Ministry of Education’s new school
choice policy

• inquire about applications for schools of choice, the influences on them, and
their dispositions in urban districts

• explore the extent of parental and student choice in urban districts
• determine urban district and school responses to the Ministry’s policy on school

choice.

The purposes were delimited to public schools and programs of choice in urban school
districts, with an emphasis on schools that have distinct thematic characteristics (such as
fine arts). They exclude schools for special populations, independent schools, and home
schools. Features of open enrollment and its implications were the main focus. Although
not all objectives were achieved equally well because of a paucity of available data, the
results permitted some tentative conclusions and recommendations as stated in Chapter 7.

OUTLINE OF THIS REPORT
This opening chapter provides the overall educational context for the open enrollment
reform in British Columbia, recent developments leading to its introduction, and
describes the legislation showing the policy directions set by the provincial government.
The purposes of this study are also established. Chapter 2 considers the more theoretical
aspects of school choice through a selection of the choice literature. It starts with a
definition of school choice and examines the conflicting values it represents and offers
a framework for understanding choice policies. The focus then shifts to the influences
and effects of choice (including open enrollment), ones that were used to sensitize the
researchers as they gathered the data for this study. Chapter 3 offers a framework for this
research, the design of its inquiry, and an overview of the methods used to collect data.
Chapter 4 begins the series of three chapters on results that address all levels of findings
(provincial, district, school, and individual person). The first chapter reviews the Ministry
of Education’s intentions of the legislation, applications for new schools of choice, and
the processes they go through. This and the succeeding chapter also include six illustrative
cases. Chapter 5 looks at key influences on school board approvals or nonapprovals of
the proposals for new schools of choice. Chapter 6 considers some of the effects of
choice (and specifically, open enrollment) on districts and schools. Finally, Chapter 7
provides a synthesis of this inquiry, summarizing the results, reflecting on their meaning,
and making recommendations for different levels of the system with commitments to
the improvement of schools. References and appendices follow.
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2
Literature Review

This chapter provides a broad overview of school choice as seen in the research literature
and offers the theoretical framework for the present study.

KINDS OF SCHOOL CHOICE
It is important to stipulate a definition of school choice so readers may understand how
it is used in this study. For this paper, school choice is defined as the ability of parents
and their children to select schools. That act of choosing may be based on characteristics
of an entire school or parts of it that are particular programs or services. When that
freedom to choose is not readily available, it is usually because school attendance is
restricted according to residence and students are required to attend their neighbourhood
schools. It is the permeability of school catchment borders that is the major condition of
open enrollment. Schools and programs differ in three main ways, the initial two of
which are taken from Glatter, Woods, & Bagley (1997). First is according to the curricula
they teach. For instance, some specialize in fine arts while others teach French. Some
have an academic emphasis, others vocational. Each of these examples would have
different academic learning outcomes. Second, schools can differ pedagogically.
“Traditional” schools offer a highly structured environment with instruction that is often
teacher-directed, while “progressive” schools encourage student-directed and self-paced
learning. Although the content in these two examples would be very similar, the manner
in which it is learned differs considerably. Third, schools can offer services that may not
be educational, but can make a difference to the way in which schooling is experienced.
A year-round school has a schedule that diverges from the ten-month norm. Schools
with pre-Kindergarten or a parent room provide extra services for parents and children.
The aforementioned kinds of school specialization (curricular, pedagogical, or other),
however, captures only one dimension of school choice—what schools purport to do.
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Another way of viewing schools is to consider what they achieve—their performance as
shown by their students’ achievement on standardized tests, their levels of parental
satisfaction, and other indicators such as graduation rates or awards (Belfield and Levin,
2002). While results are by no means the only ways to discriminate among schools, they
are widely available and a part of the picture when considering the suitability of a school
for a student. For example, when a cross section of 52 parents in British Columbia was
asked what they considered to be important when choosing schools for their children,
their responses could be categorized as academic achievement, student care/discipline,
and shared values (Brown, 2004). Although the categories overlapped, they captured
what was significant as parents searched for the most appropriate schools. Parents in
B.C. consider a range of information when selecting schools.

VALUES AND CHOICE
The simple act of choosing a school instead of being directed to a designated
neighbourhood school has received much attention from academic and policy writers.
That is because the ability to choose schools provokes debates that are grounded in basic
values that people hold, individually and collectively. As Boyd (2002) suggests, “Competing
values are inescapable in education. At least six values or objectives tend to compete
with one another in policy-making deliberations: liberty (or choice), equality, excellence,
community (or fraternity), democracy, and efficiency.” The following overview of the
arguments for and against school choice invokes a number of the values mentioned by
Boyd.

The literature on school choice has no dearth of authors who are concerned about the
state of public education. They are worried about the quality of education and the
imprisonment of disadvantaged minority students in low-performing schools (Howell
and Peterson, 2002; Moe, 2001); the noncompetitive monopoly (Merrifield, 2001); the
levels of bureaucracy and the lack of responsiveness in a “one size fits all” delivery system
(Holmes, 1998). Taking the criticisms as valid, advocates suggest movement to free the
educational market (Merrifield, 2001) to increase educational quality, diversity,
professional autonomy, and local democracy, all in support of the common good (Gaskell,
2001a), an argument largely based on pluralism (Holmes, 1998) and in increased
productive and allocative efficiency (Belfield and Levin, 2002). What Apple (2001) calls
the “defining political paradigm of our age” is asking to free our schools. Others have a
different view.

Detractors insist that public schools are doing a reasonable job of educating our children,
providing common schools necessary for social cohesion, and offering equal educational
opportunity (Moe, 2001, Witte, 2000). They assert that expanding choice of schools,
beyond the levels currently given by private schools and choices within public school
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districts, would seriously undermine publicly controlled, publicly funded education.
Concerns are raised about draining resources from public schools (Moe, 2001), leaving
some children behind (Merrifield, 2001), increasing further disparities of race, class
and gender (Apple, 2001), abandoning children with special needs (Bagley, et al., 2001),
and replacing acknowledged neighbourhood inequalities with more severe parental
inequalities (Gaskell, 2001a).

In light of this division of opinion, it is useful to step back and acknowledge the basic
value differences. Advocates often see choice as an enactment of either individualistic or
communal values. They conceive of an ideal society as one either of maximum individual
freedom or of close community ties based upon a restoration of a common culture.
Detractors tend to be concerned about equality and support an ideal society that has the
most possible equity of outcome with public education as one of its pillars. That
generalization tends to capture much of the discussion, although any synthesis is not
without its inconsistencies. Positions on school choice have some remarkable internal
fractures, as aptly shown by Merrifield (2001). Persons who define themselves as
conservatives usually argue for the use of tax dollars to subsidize access. Liberals often
insist on the primacy of neighbourhood schools, thus denying the empowerment of
disadvantaged students. Moe (2001) offers an extensive list of contradictions within each
position, showing the impossibility of complete consistency. It is possible to clarify the
value base behind these arguments, despite the inconsistencies, by considering a
framework developed by considering educational policies across the five English-speaking
countries.

A GENERAL CONCEPTION OF SCHOOL CHOICE
The meanings of school choice may be understood in different ways, depending on the
purposes that schools are intended to serve. The purposes, in turn, are rooted in three
dominant political philosophies that guide public policies within the United States, the
United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. Manzer (2003) provides a general
description of each philosophy in turn.

Persons with an egalitarian worldview see education’s purpose as helping to attain a
more level society and sometimes to ensure equal outcomes of occupational, educational,
and remunerative achievement. Income redistribution and a high level of public services
are hallmarks of this perspective. Schools become state agents in social reform as they
provide social justice for children who are disadvantaged by race, ethnicity, and social
class. Tolerance of others not like oneself is seen as a major virtue. Personal liberation is
the primary goal of schooling, so social structure is often considered an impediment to
freedom for all. In contrast, citizens with a communitarian perspective on life consider
themselves to be part of a large group defined by historical continuity and often, religious
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belief. Membership in the group with its shared values and beliefs is highly important.
People who adhere to this worldview strongly support their families, church, language,
ethnicity, and nation (if not all, then some). Sense of belonging and place (social and
physical), are important elements of this perspective. Schools become institutions that
are bridges from the home to the wider society. Their primary purpose is the transmission
of the culture to succeeding generations. The aim of attaining and maintaining
community provides a clear contrast to the egalitarian’s primacy of freedom. The third
world view may be called libertarian. Persons who hold this perspective adhere to a form
of individualism that finds expression in entrepreneurship and competitive markets.
They assert that the political and economic freedoms of the Anglo-American democracies
are strongly associated with minimal regulation from governments and the largely laissez
faire provision of services, public or private. A primary virtue is taking responsibility for
oneself (individual justice), since one’s accomplishments in life are seen as a result of
one’s efforts. Consequently, the purpose of schools is to foster the spirit of individual
initiative, the maintenance of liberties, and the construction of skills needed for economic
success. Considerations of culture or the attainment of equality are often viewed as
impediments to individual achievement.

As described, the three worldviews are usually incompatible. It is difficult to achieve
greater equality but still honour traditions and individual predilections. It is hard to
maintain continuity of values if tolerance or personal success is exalted. It is nearly
impossible to maximize personal opportunities while redistributing resources or adhering
to well accepted norms. Contemporaneously, the methods associated with one perspective
may support the purposes of another. For instance, enactment of legislation affecting
public education (an egalitarian enterprise) to create a quasi-market for choice among
schools (a libertarian concept), may lead to the growth of community-based schools (a
communitarian outcome). The power of Manzer’s triangle of perspectives lies in its ability
to capture the differences among well meaning people as they debate educational policies.
It also leads to suggestions how people with sharply differing views may come to agreement
under the right conditions. The next section provides a number of themes on choice
that may be viewed from within the triangular framework.

Despite the obvious institutional similarities and traditions within the English-speaking
countries (Bennett, 2004), differences in context make for varied interpretations and
impacts of school choice. For instance, approaches to parental choice in Canada reflect
its emphases on collective rights as evident in its aid to Catholic and independent schools
(Lawton, 2004). Charter schools are present in Canada but restricted to Alberta, which
is also known for the provision of magnet schools under an open enrollment scheme in
Edmonton (Bardy et al., 2003). Only a single, explicit voucher plan exists, and that is a
small one for low-income students in Ontario (Westin, 2003). Despite reservations
expressed about parental choice in Canada (Ungerleider, 2003), the movement toward
greater freedom to select schools is likely to expand. The time of parent power is here.
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There are many conceptual variations of parental choice (Gaskell, 2001a; Cohn, 2000)
and many international settings in which it occurs (Howell & Peterson, 2002; B. Levin,
2001; Moe, 2001; Witte, 2000; Fiske & Ladd, 2000; Smedley, 2000; Woods et al, 1998).
One way to provide greater parental choice is to make district and school boundaries
permeable. Regardless of the supply of alternative schools, simply making the catchment
lines less rigid permits flows of students to schools other than the ones designated on the
basis of their residence, allowing parents—rather than educators—to determine the needs
of their children and choose accordingly. Enrollment policies are linked to funding; the
dollars (or staffing allocations) follow the child so schools are obliged to consider their
implications (Hirsch, 1997). Further, there is always the concern that less advantaged
parents may not exercise their right to choose (Krueger & Ziebarth, 2002; Howe &
Eisenhart, 2000) although others tend to participate in the quasi-market conditions
created by the policy.

INFLUENCES ON CHOICE
Regardless of whether choice plans incorporate private schools, the presence of nonpublic
schools and their influence on public education is always a consideration of choices that
parents make. The main reason is that some parents have the option of choosing a
private school for their children and what they think, matters. Public perception counts
and according to Moe (2001), the majority of parents from a national sample of 4,700
adult Americans would prefer private education. They rated the advantages of belonging
to a school and the emphasis on learning high among the attractors. They also note the
influence of low expectations for learning and student mobility among their detractors
for public schools. A Canadian poll conducted in 200120 found that private schools enjoy
higher levels of confidence than public schools, and that 74% of parents with children
in the public system want to be able to send them to any school rather than be restricted
to the neighbourhood school. Conventional independent schools are not the only
competitors for public schools, however. Virtual schools provide learning options to
students who want either a second chance or more independent learning (Barker and
Wendel, 2001). Public school districts that wish to retain their students may need to
accentuate their schools’ strengths if they want to reduce the parental demand for private
schooling (Belfield and Levin, 2002).

Another consideration in the availability of schools of choice is what economists call
“market entry.” Unless the quasi-market provides differences among its schools in the
form of new schools of choice or the conversion of neighbourhood schools into schools
of choice, then the demand for choice may not be sufficient to provide actual choice
(Merrifield, 2001; West, 1989). There may need to be “free entry” or at least the ability to

20 National Post/Global poll of 785 persons conducted by Compas, Inc. between August 17 and 20, 2001.
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establish new schools without an excessive effort. The conversion of existing schools to
schools of choice requires substantial homework, however, as illustrated by a detailed
review of one modified calendar school’s prospects (Dunne and Elliott, 2003) and the
reflective examination of another modified calendar school’s rapid implementation
(Davids et al. 2003).

EFFECTS OF CHOICE
One way to sort through the choice controversy is to consider the evidence. Some of the
studies on school choice help to discern exactly what happens, though we should be
prepared to face the likelihood that the outcomes of choice may be overrated and
therefore underwhelming (Levin & Riffel, 1997), especially if participation is low (Jeynes,
2000). On the assumption that we can learn from experiences in dissimilar contexts,
here are a few indications of possible outcomes.

One effect is the habits of choice formed by parents. Some are well informed and mobile,
which means that schools pay attention to them, thus increasing the level of school
responsiveness (Merrifield, 2001). Other parents are essentially nonchoosers. Often
having low income and without transportation, these parents are required to scrounge
to find a school that will accept their children with the effect that some children are “left
behind” when schools have no catchments (Fiske and Ladd, 2000). The conclusion drawn
is that parents sort themselves according to social class differences and that schools
become more polarized than they already are (Gewirtz et al., 1995).

Considering educational outcomes, a group of studies of choice show small improvements
in dropout rates, graduation rates, and school attendance. Schools of choice show modest
gains in achievement with the strongest effects for low-income students (Belfield and
Levin, 2002). These mild-but-positive effects on students are important considerations
on the demand side. On the supply side, in New Zealand, the majority of educators
favoured choice, mentioning the achievement of responsiveness to parents and and the
improvement in the quality of education. Some declining schools “turned around,” some
did not. Undersubscribed schools showed increasing problems (Fiske and Ladd, 2000).
Studies in England and Wales demonstrate how schools offered more opportunities for
a traditional education emphasizing academic achievement, direct instruction, school
uniforms, and ceremonies (Woods, et al., 1998; Halpin et al., 1997). Being in a competitive
environment, English schools also engaged in active marketing to prospective students
and parents (Gewirtz et al., 1995), suggesting that competition may spur specialization,
particularly under conditions of enrollment decline (Brown, 2002).

In most jurisdictions, school districts or local educational authorities have a notable
influence over the rules of parental choice and the actions of the schools within their
boundaries. They constrain and plan their local markets (Gewirtz et al, 1995), either



School Choice Under Open Enrollment    27

encouraging a new diversity among schools or reinforcing universality. Some take the
responsibility to intervene in failing schools (Fiske and Ladd, 2000). Overall, districts
with choice plans may expect a decline in private school enrollments within their
jurisdictions (Belfield and Levin, 2002).

Information plays a key role in educational markets and the dissemination of information
to advise parents and students of their options becomes the responsibility of schools.
Although educators usually prefer the term “communications,” marketing may be defined
as a process involving research on the organizational environment, an examination of
the services provided to see if they meet customer demand, and promotion to ensure
that future customers are aware of their services (Lovelock and Weinberg, 1984).

The general literature on school choice, supported by the Canadian literature, offers an
academic background for this study. It suggests that the extent of parental choice will
depend upon the extent to which schools are differentiated and the level of interest
expressed by choosers, along with the rules that govern choice procedures and the
contexts in which they operate.
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3
General Methodology

This chapter first provides the overall framework that guided this study on open
enrollment in British Columbia. The framework organizes the many disparate elements
from the context, the literature, and the legislation. The research design which follows
shows how the study was conceived in terms of its timelines. Finally, the research methods
employed are overviewed so the reader may understand how the study progressed and
who participated.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
This study was guided by a three-part framework: aspects of school choice that are factors
or precursors to the creation of new schools of choice, the process of setting up the
schools themselves, and the effects or outcomes of the new open enrollment policy in
the province.

Three major groups of factors and influences have been reviewed in the opening chapters.
One set consists of the provincial context, containing the willingness to make a change,
the educational history and readiness to embrace an open enrollment plan, the
concurrent developments affecting school choice generally, and the particular legislation
itself. That context may be expanded to include district, school, and individual contexts.
A second influence is the set of fundamental values associated with what we want to
achieve when we educate our children. Nicely articulated by Manzer (2003), they were
described as libertarian, communitarian, and egalitarian. The third influences comprise
the available knowledge about school choice that is derived from studies in other Anglo-
American democracies and also the experience of those who have encountered it in
various ways. That information provides people with anticipations of what will happen
when more choices become available to parents and students.
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In many respects, the heart of this study is the extent to which new schools and programs
of choice are created, particularly as a consequence of the legislation. The entry of new
schools from which to choose and the processes that encourage or retard their creation
is a primary focus of the research. The success or failure of the legislation may be assessed
in part on that development alone.

The influences on choice and the process of creating new schools of choice are not
sufficient to complete our understanding of school choice, however. The final segment
of the picture consists of the bundle of outcomes or effects of open enrollment in the
province. Results (or anticipated results) of an open enrollment policy may be divided
into three main groupings. The first set consists of general outcomes at the provincial
level: schools and districts are expected to be more flexible in their services, more
competitive with each other, and perhaps more innovative as they learn what parents
and students want. Next is a group of effects on schools themselves, specifically, how
they specialize, perform, and communicate with their prospective students. This bundle
relates closely to the ways in which parents choose schools. Finally, there are the
enrollment numbers. Flows of students among schools and districts are a telling outcome
of the extent to which they elect to exercise their right to choose.

This general framework does not encompass all aspects of school choice. For instance,
there are many aspects of the literature, such as political or socioeconomic influences,
that were set aside. The foregoing sets the bounds for this study and the kinds of data
that address the main purposes of the research. An outline of the framework is presented
in Figure 3.1.

RESEARCH DESIGN
A before-and-after design was adopted for this inquiry. Since its primary purpose was to
look closely at the emergence of new schools of choice that coincided with the

Figure 3.1 Conceptual Framework for the Study
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introduction of the open enrollment legislation, the basic question was: “Was there an
increase in the number of new schools of choice?” A response requires some knowledge
about the rate of birth of schools of choice before and after the legislation requiring
school and district boundaries to be made permeable. If the rate of introduction of new
schools increased noticeably, one could associate the legislation with that outcome, though
never with assurance because of the influence of other factors simultaneously at play.
The design is a classic one without experimental controls, known as observation/
treatment/observation in the literature on research design (Campbell and Stanley, 1963).
The years for which data were collected were September 1999 to June 2004.  The short
time between “treatment” (the introduction of legislation in 2002 and its first year of
implementation in 2003) and the end of the study, suggests that the effects may not be
sufficiently strong to be observed within this period.

OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH METHODS
As noted, this study took place between September 2002 and June 2004 and was focused
on the years 1999 to 2004. It was conducted by a team of two former superintendents
and four graduate students lead by the principal investigator. The research comprises
four levels of analysis: the province as a whole, the school districts, schools themselves,
and individuals who all contribute to public education in various capacities. Consequently,
the conclusions and recommendations reflect their different roles in education.

This study was made more interesting, and certainly more complex, because it contains
four separate units of analysis. The transcendent level is the province, which may be
considered to be a single unit. Almost all the data gathered at the Ministry level pertains
to the entire group of 20 districts and some conclusions are made about it. The next unit
is the district; using data that spoke to differences and similarities among districts, such
as district documents and other sources (e.g., interviewees or principals that characterized
their districts). The next level is that of the school, as reflected in the quantitative numbers
of applications for new schools, specializations, communications, and so forth.
Experiences of schools, particularly new schools of choice, are relevant because they
transcend their districts. Lastly, there is the level of the individual, the smallest unit of
analysis. Individual interviewees and principals expressed their own experiences and
views on choice, ones connected to their philosophies about it.

It is crucial to keep in mind just what level of analysis is being addressed in this study and
the headings tend to reflect that focus. However, it must be remembered that actions on
each level can affect other levels and not just adjacent ones. For example, one
superintendent’s philosophy can have an influence on an entire district’s orientation
towards school choice. The four levels reflect the realities of organizational life in B.C.’s
system of public education and thus they contribute to the external validity of the study.
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However, their inclusion also means that the results need to be interpreted tentatively
because it is difficult to provide a clear understanding of all the nuances on all of the
four levels in a research project of this modest size and timeframe.

The information generated by this report came from a sample of 20 urban school districts
selected from the Interior, Vancouver Island, Lower Mainland, and the Fraser Valley.
They are ones with greater enrollments, a larger number of schools, and more potential
to offer school choice than their rural counterparts in the province. Using mixed methods,
this research project incorporated interviews, documents, website visits, and a survey.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 53 persons selected purposefully and
interviewed during the period from the winter of 2003 to the spring of 2004. They were
Ministry of Education officials, school board members, district administrators, parents
who had served on district parental advisory councils (DPACs) or parent advisory councils
(PACs), and a few principals. Most were district administrators at the central office level.
Each was selected through contacts with a team member, so districts varied in the
occupational roles of their respondents. They were asked about the history of school
choice in their districts, proposals for new schools of choice and their outcomes, factors
that had influenced school choice, district responses to the legislation, available data on
student transfers, and reactions to choice they had observed in schools.

Documents pertaining to school choice were collected from the Ministry and districts;
some information came from websites. The Ministry ones consisted of the legislation,
policy documents, and guidelines pertaining to school choice. The district documentation
was comprised of background papers, policies governing applications for new schools,
and guidelines for students wanting to transfer schools.

During the course of this research project, team members discovered cases of elementary
schools that had been proposed as new schools of choice. Six of them were found to be
illustrative of the challenges and successes that accompany proposals. The brief narratives
reveal something of how new opportunities for learning develop and are enacted within
specific school and district contexts.

In order to supplement the base of the information gathered from interviews and
documents, an electronic survey was constructed with the advice and assistance of the
Applied Research and Evaluation Services at UBC. After obtaining the agreement of the
B.C. Principals and Vice-Principals Association to co-sponsor the questionnaire, it was
sent to the principals of all standard schools in the province during eight days in May
2004. Thus the entire population of schools within the 20 urban districts in the study was
sampled, and the 146 responses from principals in those districts were selected, leaving
those from the remaining 40 for subsequent analysis, as were elements of the survey
pertaining to school communications. The rate of responses for principals in the 20
districts was 22.7%, a number that was lower than the team desired. When respondents
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were compared to nonrespondents, their school configurations and sizes corresponded
quite closely (see Appendix A). A check of the web on rates of return revealed the rate
was within common acceptable ranges (Google, 2004).

Principals are very aware of developments regarding new schools and programs in their
respective districts and cognizant of the effects upon their own school and student body.
Survey recipients were asked about their school specializations, the communications
methods they used to reach prospective students, and flows of students. They were then
queried about the number and kinds of applications for new schools of choice recalled
and their perception of the influences on school choice in their districts. Quantitative
and categorical data from the survey were articulated with information available in the
province’s Schools Book (Ministry of Education, 2003a) and the results were produced
as graphs and tables. Since this study may be considered exploratory and associations
between variables were considered to be tentative, significance levels are reported in
each table so the reader may note the extent to which the patterns observed are the
result of chance alone.

The qualitative data from the interviews were analyzed and synthesized to produce general
themes that are reported in the results. The interview information was triangulated with
the documents and website data. Later, the quantitative and qualitative data from the
surveys were integrated with the rest of the information gathered into the main themes.
Using this evidence, profiles of the districts and their propensity towards choice were
constructed.

As with any social science research, this study has its limitations. The most prominent
one was the difficulty in differentiating between schools of choice and programs of choice.
These two phenomena overlap and so the reader is asked to be mindful of when to make
a distinction. A second caveat is a standard one: although it is possible to show an
association between school choice policies and activities observed in districts and schools,
any conclusions regarding cause and effect should be considered as tentative. Another
important limitation that emerged was the general absence of data tracking student
flows and the reasons for choosing to attend a non-neighbourhood school in the districts
examined.

A draft of the report was reviewed by a panel consisting of two former professors of
educational administration with an interest in school choice and a professor of sociology
who has written on school choice and is an also expert on social science surveys. Please
see Research Methods in Appendix A for a more complete exposition of the methods
undertaken for this study.
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4
School Choice in
Action

This chapter contains three main sections. It begins by examining the intention of the
legislation as understood by employees of the Ministry of Education who gave some
special insights into its purposes and general intentions. The second section reviews the
numbers of applications for new schools and programs that districts received in the
period from 1999 to 2004. It examines the source of the applications, how many were
approved, and the year in which they were made. The third section inquires into the
process of applications at the district level as seen by district employees and parents.
This chapter and the following one also include authentic cases of new schools of choice
presented as illustrative sidebars. These give a sense of the challenges and
accomplishments of parents and educators as they bring forward proposals for schools
of choice in their specific district contexts.

The four units of analysis examined (province, districts, schools and individuals) are
sometimes difficult to separate. For instance, principals were asked to contemplate choice
at three different levels: in their districts, their own schools, and individually. Influences
may cross units of analysis, such as when district policies have effects on schools. The
organization of the results chapter reflects these complex realities—no single level could
begin to do justice to understanding open enrollment as it is experienced. Although
there is no easy way to separate effects as they cross overlapping units of analysis, the
reader is asked to keep in mind the main object of inquiry in the exposition of each set
of results. For more on the units of analysis in this study, see Appendix A.



36    School Choice Under Open Enrollment

GOVERNMENTAL INTENTIONS FOR OPEN ENROLLMENT
One way to probe the government’s intentions is to examine what it communicates directly
to the public. The Ministry of Education website contains a short statement entitled
“Frequently Asked Questions about Our Guiding Principles for Education”21 that offers
some insights into what choice means to the Provincial Government. It should be noted
that the very first statement in the FAQ website is, “The Ministry of Education has no
formal policy on the topic of school choice”. The Ministry of Education defines choice
as “…a range of different types of schools or programs to meet individual student needs.”
Clearly, the definition of choice contrasts with the delivery of education via schools that
are strictly comprehensive in design. Parents are allowed to “vote with their feet if schools
are not performing and not improving student achievement.” That insertion suggests
that students and resources will be lost to public schools if they do not satisfy parents,
particularly regarding achievement levels. The assumption appears to be that general
student achievement (not that of individual children) is a major factor in parental
selection of schools. The FAQ sheet ends with “...it all comes down to improving student
achievement – the central focus of the entire education system.”

Parental choice is considered to be important, according to the FAQ statement, because
“...schools and students face different challenges and have unique strengths.” Boards
are encouraged to take advice from parents and educators so they may offer choices.
This rationale supports the objective that schools should meet individual student needs.
Another rationale is included. It affirms governmental support for public education and
encourages it to compete with private education. That assertion is made without
elaboration but it agrees with the interviewees in the Ministry who suggested that
competition with independent schools was part of the package of ideas supporting choice.

How will school boards attain higher levels of parental choice? The precursor to program
choice is said to be the public school system’s “greater autonomy and flexibility,” words
that echo those of Ministry interviewees. The FAQ sheet also refers to financial changes
that support school freedom and adaptability: “Dollars will now follow students wherever
they choose to go. ... Along with supporting choice, it [per pupil funding] gives every
school an incentive to keep students; to hold their interest; to challenge them; to respond
to their individual needs; and to keep them in school, to help ensure they graduate.”
Clearly, the quality of the service in terms of responsiveness to students’ needs as defined
by parents and students is seen as an incentive for schools to retain students.

Although general perspectives on school choice give broad directions, they do not specify
the specific purposes for policies. The provincial government had a number of options
within the open enrollment model. It could have made interschool competition its

21 Ministry of Education, 2004b
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primary aim, thus requiring schools to attract students. Alternatively, it could have stressed
greater productive efficiency that would have required schools to offer enhanced services
or lowered costs, or both. It could have focused on educational innovation, a mainstay of
the charter school legislation in Alberta22, or on increased achievement as measured by
standardized tests. None of these options was seen as the primary aim of the government.
Instead, the central purpose of the government, as demonstrated in its open enrollment
legislation and affirmed by all the interviewees, was responsiveness to parents and students.
As one subject said, “Schools will see a movement from being teacher-centred to client-
centred organizations.” That comment shifts the onus from educators to parents as to
who determines the needs of students. It is they who are given the right and responsibility
to say what kind of program is in the best educational interest of their children. The
intention appears to be to move the provision of schooling from being more school-
centred to more parent- and student-centred.

Along with responsiveness, flexibility was mentioned repeatedly as a desirable characteristic
of public schools. The two words often occurred in the same sentence during the
interviews with Ministry officials, suggesting that in order for schools to be responsive to
parents, they were required to adapt their services to fit the needs of children, perhaps
on an individual basis. The concept of flexibility implies that there may be fewer rules
that impede the quality of service that parents request, thus enabling schools to serve
them better. Other aims typically associated with choice were considered to be secondary
to responsiveness and flexibility.

Ministry officials believed that one likely outcome of increasing school and district
responsiveness would be a higher level of competition for students, especially under
conditions of declining enrollment. If increased competition meant that schools offered
more programs from which to choose and thus become more responsive to parents, well
and good. As one interviewee said, “Some competition may be a good thing if it
encourages folks to shine their shoes.” The same logic applied to the potential innovations
in which schools might engage. If educational experiments are indicators of school
districts’ willingness to be more responsive to parents, then innovations will be applauded.
The same argument applies to educational effectiveness or efficiency. Competition,
innovation, and efficiency will likely accompany school choice, but they will be byproducts
of responsiveness and flexibility rather than the primary aims of the policy. Interestingly,
Ministry officials did not presume that increased parental choice will necessarily result
in higher achievement scores. While some individuals asserted that test results would
rise with greater choice, others refused to judge the efficacy of choice based on that
particular outcome. They did believe, however, that increased choice would lead to higher
levels of parental satisfaction and that parents would use satisfaction and achievement
levels as information when choosing schools.

22 Bosetti et al., 2000
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APPLICATIONS, ADVOCATES, DECISIONS, AND DATES
District interview subjects and respondents in the survey were asked to recall applications
for new schools of choice in their districts that had been put forward to their respective
school boards during the last five years (since 1999). Although a few mentioned that
they had not been in their respective districts long enough, many gave examples of
applications to their boards. Their list did not include prospective applications that failed
to reach the board level. When the data were sorted by district and redundancies
eliminated, 74 applications were identified. These encompassed a number of different
kinds of schools, the most frequent being traditional and French immersion at 19%
each, followed by sports (hockey, soccer and baseball) at 15% and fine arts at 14%. The
remaining kinds of schools are a typical cross section of schools of choice. See Figure
4.1. The high ranking of traditional and French immersion may indicate a demand for
more academic programs, since they are known for their high level of academic emphasis.
The “other” category of schools proposed included: leadership, uniform, environment,
Mandarin, gifted, International Baccalaureate, social responsibility, individualized
curriculum, science & arts and schools-within-schools. There was no mention of gender
specific schools.

When respondents were asked to identify the main proponents of the applications they
recalled, they nominated either parents or district employees. As the source was not
identified in all cases, the number is smaller than the total of the applications for new
schools. See Figure 4.2. Seventy-one percent of the applications were from parents alone,
while 19% were sponsored by a combination of parents and educators. The remaining
10% originated with teachers, principals, or senior administrators. Clearly, it is the parents
who are taking the bulk of the initiatives to suggest new schools of choice since they
sponsored 90% of applications either jointly or on their own. The phenomenon of choice
appears to be interpreted by parents as giving them clearance to suggest new or additional
schools of choice in their districts. But were they successful? See Figure 4.2.

Fig. 4.1  Specializations of Applications for Schools of Choice
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Of the 74 applications for schools of choice recalled by study participants during the
five-year period, they said that 74% had been approved and they appended the names of
the schools that had been established or reestablished as schools of choice in their districts.
A number (8%) of the applications were being held over, a category that either could
produce successful proposals later or result in ultimate refusals by the boards. Eighteen
percent of the applications had been refused outright. Figure 4.3 records the refusal
rate for formal applications to the boards, and does not include informal proposals
which may have been considered and discarded at an earlier stage.

Figure 4.4 shows the pattern of applications, both approved and otherwise, over time.
According to the interviewees and principals able to recall the precise years of their board’s
decisions (some were missing), 19% of applications were addressed in the first six months
of 2004. The successful applications within that group would likely come into effect in
September of that year. Looking backward, a notable number of applications came forward
in 2003 and 2002. However, relatively few were recalled from the years 2001, 2000, and

50

13

7

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Parents

Parents & Staff

District Staff

                          Frequency          Total = 70

(10%)

(19%)

(71%)

Fig. 4.2  Roles of Persons Who Put Forward Applications for Schools of Choice

13

6

55

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Refused

Held

Approved

                          Frequency          Total = 74

(74%)

(8%)

(18%)

Fig. 4.3 Board Decisions Regarding Applications for Schools of Choice



40    School Choice Under Open Enrollment

1999. If the memories of the participants are accurate, there are more applications for
schools of choice since 2001, a trend that appears to be continuing for 2004.

The data on school applications gathered in this study were augmented by information
accumulated by the Ministry for one specific year—2003. Although the year of approval
and the year of startup are not necessarily the same, the Ministry data demonstrate a
rough correspondence with the recollections of participants in this study, as the next
two paragraphs show.

The province had 1,507 standard23 public schools operating in 2003-2004. According to
data provided by the Ministry, seven new schools of choice and 32 new programs of
choice commenced in September, 2003.24 The seven schools comprise less than half of
1% of all schools in the province, and were located within five (8%) of the province’s 60
school districts. The new schools (all elementary save for one) were: Cowichan Station,
a traditional school in Cowichan Valley; Cloverdale, a traditional school in Surrey; David
Brankin, a fine arts school in Surrey; Douglas Park, a balanced calendar school in Langley;
Albert McMahon, a balanced calendar school in Mission; South Poplar, a traditional
school in Abbotsford; and H.D. Stafford, a modified calendar secondary school in Langley.
The 32 programs were distributed as 10 secondary, 18 elementary, and four online and
were situated within 17 (28%) of the province’s districts. The small number of new schools
and programs and their narrow distribution raises a question concerning their rate of
growth. If schools of choice are popular with parents, one might expect to find more
school startups than were reported.

The numbers pertaining to applications for new schools and programs of choice reported
in this section capture something of the nature and success of applications for new schools

23 The “standard” category excludes schools such as alternate for special needs, continuing education, distance
education, electronic programs, offshore, and youth containment (Ministry of Education, 2003a).

24 Ministry of Education, 2004d
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of choice, but do not reveal how they came about or the circumstances in which they
were put forward. The next section gives a sense of the strong forces at work on the
provision of school choice in the form of alternative schools and programs.

THE PROCESS OF APPLICATION FOR A NEW SCHOOL
Proposals for new schools or programs of choice that are submitted to a district’s school
board are normally guided by a school board policy that specifies the content and process
that the proposal must follow. Requirements frequently include the demonstration of: a
clearly articulated rationale, a distinctive educational need, funding demands that do
not exceed normal school levels (excesses to be borne by the school), conformity with
the collective agreement and board policies, the impact on other schools, insurance
that the new school will be available to all students, facilities needed, a waiver of
transportation assistance, conformity with normal planning and staffing schedules, and
a provision for evaluation. Board policies also provide guidance regarding how proposals
are to be put forward, although they are not usually specific regarding the sequence of
steps required. Typically, they say that the proposal itself shall be in written form, that
the superintendent be consulted, and that evidence concerning staffing, PAC or SPC
(School Planning Council) support, and student/parental interest be demonstrated.
They also request that research on the program from other jurisdictions be discussed,
include a feasibility study at the board’s discretion and state that program implementation
is the board and school’s responsibility. Although proposal formats required may differ
from district to district, they must generally address the aforementioned items in their
specific contexts. (An example of a district policy is provided in Appendix B.)

Policies governing the nature of applications and their associated procedures appear to
maximize the amount of information provided to boards so that they may make informed
decisions. Boards that evaluated proposals for new schools or programs of choice during
the 1999-2004 period apparently had ample relevant information available to them.

There were a few complaints about the application process registered by the interviewees.
One was the lack of clarity of the process in some districts; proponents of new programs
did not always have a policy to show them how to proceed. For instance, confusion and
frustration sometimes resulted when parental expectations exceeded the level of assistance
that central office staff members were willing to provide. Staffers, in turn, occasionally
thought parents were naive in their hopes that they would receive a high level of service
or that the application process would be an expeditious one.

Another difficulty emerged when the policy appeared to make the application process
unduly onerous, such as when it called for a detailed business plan. Parental interviewees
pointed out that parents have limited resources at their disposal and that a business plan
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Oyama Elementary

Oyama Elementary School is located in a
fruit-farming community 20 minutes to the
north of Kelowna.  When its enrollment
declined to 160 in September 2002, well
below its optimal size of 400, the Central
Okanagan Board targeted the school for
closure and gave the community a year to
respond.  The Parent Advisory Council
rallied to the challenge. It considered the
alternatives, held meetings, polled the
community, and found that 89% of people
supported the conversion to a school of
choice, particularly a traditional school.
Despite an unclear policy on how to propose
new schools of choice and uncertainty about
issues such as transportation and impact on
nearby schools, the Board unanimously
approved the proposal to adopt the

implied more information than they could provide on their own. According to one,
“The choice document states that SPCs should put together a detailed business plan
outlining the program, costs, and nature of parent involvement. This is a huge
expectation... What might have been more beneficial is asking parents to put together
something and then the parents could get the support of the district as long as they’ve
got the concept and ideas together. There aren’t many parents who have the time or
energy to put together a whole proposal.”

Interviewees and principals in the survey were asked about the source of proposals. Very
few said that the proposals were initiated by educators, as shown in Figure 4.2. Most
indicated that parents were the origin of inspiration for schools of choice—primarily
the PACs. “The pressure to specialize comes from the community, not the board.”
Principals agreed. See Figure 4.5.

When principals were asked if parental and student demand was a factor in offering
choice, 68% said that parents and students were a positive influence, suggesting that it is
the students and parents who are urging new programs or taking advantage of current
ones. Some 29% of principals considered parents and students to have a neutral role.
These results support the data reported in the section on applications in which the

traditional model starting in September
2004.

During the transition from a neighbourhood
school to a school of choice, the staff, in
conjunction with the parents who had
proposed the change, ordered uniforms, a
new school sign, and revised the parent
handbook.  Four teachers left for reasons
unrelated to the change. One of the new
teachers assigned has a traditional school
background.  Twenty new students
registered; some came from independent
schools.  As a result of the interest in the
school, it was expected that straight grades
(no combined classes) would be attainable
when school restarted in September 2004.
See Appendix B for the written submission
that articulates the case for the Oyama
Traditional School.
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interviewees recalled specific proposals and their proponents.25 This outcome agrees
with interviewees assertions that it is mainly parents who put forward proposals for new
choices to school boards.

The act of proposing a new program or school of choice presupposes that some particular
theme, which may be called a specialization, is integral to the proposal. Are specializations
encouraged by districts? Interviewees varied in their responses, some saying that district
staff had considered specializations such as uniforms, year-round schools, and gender-
specific schools. Others mentioned that their secondary principals had been asked to
have their schools “create their own identity.” For them, differences between schools
were seen as a way of enhancing public schools. However, others confirmed that
specializations were given no encouragement in their district. One recent document
summarized their position: “All stakeholders appreciated the support for the integrity of
the neighborhood school in the report and cautioned that some schools may feel the
need to create a specific focus for their school to attract out-of-catchment students or to
keep their current in catchment population. The committee noted that each
neighborhood school is unique in its own character, and that the cross-boundary process
should continue to support the neighborhood school concept.”

When developing their proposals, interviewees said that the initiators looked for support
to their local teachers’ unions. Most interviewees stated that they had received
considerable cooperation, one reason being that their proposals, if successful, could
retain or increase positions for teachers and support staff workers in the district. Contrarily,
some said that they found their union representatives to be obstructive, regarding their
proposals as elitist. Principals were fairly clear on their views. See Figure 4.6.

The majority of principals considered that their teacher unions were neutral regarding
choice (61%). A minority saw them as unfavourably predisposed to school choice (29%),

25 Confidence levels are plus or minus 8%.

Fig. 4.5   Parental and Student Demand for Choice
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agreeing with the some of the interviewees.26 However, 11% found their teacher unions
were disposed to choice, possibly because it has the possibility of retaining union jobs in
some settings.

When difficulties emerged regarding the acceptance or implementation of the proposal,
interviewees frequently mentioned the terms of the teachers’ collective agreement relating
to class size, teacher seniority, and professional autonomy. For instance, a
nondenominational independent school wanted to become a public school but maintain
its small class sizes. The teachers’ union would not agree to a waiver of the class size
arrangements in its case, so it remained independent. More generally, seniority arose in
two situations. When a neighbourhood school converts to a school of choice, the success
of its specialization depends on matching its teachers to its particular emphasis (fine
arts, French immersion, traditional, etc.). The teachers who worked in the school before
its conversion may not be well suited to the new specialization of the school. Although
some may leave for personal reasons or retirement, others will want to transfer to other
schools, regardless of their level of seniority. Unless they are given priority in the teacher
transfer process, they can become “trapped,” as one interviewee expressed the problem.

David Brankin Elementary

The Fine Arts program at David Brankin
Elementary had its origins in an Intensive
Fine Arts Program begun six years earlier at
White Rock Elementary.  Enthusiastic
parents and the Surrey School Board wanted
to see the program expanded to increase
student access.  The Board chose David
Brankin Elementary School,  a site in north
Surrey which had been approved for a
capital renovation project and had the
space.  A new principal was appointed who
had served at White Rock Elementary earlier
in her career.

The school converted to a dual-track Fine
Arts and regular program in September
2003. The Fine-Arts program had five
classes of the school’s 453 students.  Two

of the existing staff were qualified to teach
the fine arts, one retired, and two were
given a forced transfer.   The pupils came
from a dozen different catchments in the
north end of Surrey, though most were from
the David Brankin catchment.  There is a
wait list for each grade in the Fine Arts
program, which is expected to grow to
seven classes in September, 2004.

The Fine Arts program at David Brankin is
comprised of drama, music, dance, and
visual art.  Each is taught 100 minutes per
week.  Students participate in the district
dance festival, visit art galleries, and attend
Bard on the Beach, a primarily
Shakespearean festival in Vancouver.  There
is a heightened awareness of the value of
the arts that has affected the whole school.

26 Confidence levels are plus or minus 8%.



School Choice Under Open Enrollment    45

The teacher “release” problem has a corresponding “recruitment” counterpart. When
district teachers are selected for the new school, their qualifications and abilities need to
be matched carefully to the requirements of the school with regard to its specialization. As
one interviewee said, “Teachers don’t necessarily have the skills to jump into some of the
‘choice’ teaching options.” If seniority rights prevail, it is possible to mis-assign teachers to
the school. The professional autonomy clause may be invoked at this point, since it gives
“...teachers the right to determine the methods of instruction and assessment within their
classes in order to meet the needs of their particular students...” When mismatches occur
with new staff members or if old teachers simply remain in the school rather than transfer,
they can become “mildly subversive,” according to one interviewee. The principals were
also asked about the collective agreement’s influence on school choice. See Figure 4.7.

A majority of survey respondents considered their teachers’ collective agreement to be
neutral regarding choice (61%). As with the predisposition of the teachers’ union, about
a third (29%) considered the collective agreement to impede choice, agreeing with the

Fig. 4.6   Teacher Union’s Predisposition Towards Choice
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interviewees who cited difficulties with transferring teachers. Ten percent of the principals
saw their collective agreement as enhancing choice.27

Interviewees and principals reported mixed experiences when asked about the influences
of their districts’ willingness to encourage school specialization, their teachers’ union’s
disposition toward school choice, and the use of the collective agreement with regard to
school choice. They concurred readily, however, that it was mainly parents who were
responsible for school choice initiatives.

SUMMARY
Whatever the intent of the open enrollment legislation, new schools of choice do not
just pop up; they are the products of comprehensive preparations by their proponents
and extensive deliberations on the part of school boards and their district staff members.
Boards require applications to be written in a fairly standard form and usually have a
process of consultations as part of the process that leads ultimately to a decision, yes or
no. That final decision and the preliminary work leading to it are affected by the
educational philosophies of people in school districts, particularly school board members,
their senior staff, and other influential stakeholders such as teacher union leaders.

As we shall see in the following chapter, views of choice can differ markedly. But
philosophical positions only guide decisions. Final dispositions of applications are also
affected by the realities of enrollments. When parents and their students can and do
select schools outside their home districts, educational leaders are alert to the implications
of enrollment loss, both for their districts as a whole and for individual schools. Sometimes,
enrollment decline leads to opportunities for the establishment of new schools. Chapter
5 considers a number of the influences on the provision of school choice and ends with
a look at districts and their different orientations toward it.

27 Confidence levels are plus or minus 8%.
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Cowichan Station Elementary

Cowichan Station Elementary is a small rural
school on the southwest side of Duncan on
Vancouver Island.  The Cowichan Valley
Board considered closing it in February
2002 when its projected enrollment fell to
87 FTE students.  The Parent Advisory
Council took a pro-active approach to keep
the school open. They researched and
visited other schools, including Anniedale
Traditional in Surrey. As Cowichan Station
Elementary already had some traditional
characteristics such as row seating, the PAC
submitted a traditional school proposal to
the Board.  The Board approved the
proposal, stipulating a transition year
starting in September 2002.  Cowichan
Station began its first year as a traditional
school in September 2003.

While the original six teachers were not
committed to the traditional proposal, they
were part of the discussion.  One who held a
different teaching philosophy left and two
left for other reasons.  They were replaced
with teachers who agreed with the traditional
approach and demonstrated that
commitment in a number of ways.  Teachers
and principals in other schools took some
time to adjust to the idea of Cowichan
Station as a traditional school.  The
conversion to a school of choice drew
considerable attention in the district and
received ample press coverage.

There was some division among the parents
as to what constituted a traditional school
during the initial year, but failing to agree
would have meant the closure of the school.
Parents and staff produced documents
addressing vision, mission, values,
academic achievement, student behaviour,
communication, curriculum, health and
safety, parental involvement, registration,
schedule, transfers, and the school
calendar.  They also wrote a statement of
Cowichan Station’s unique features and the
essential qualities of a traditional school.
School uniforms were not adopted in the
transition year, but were introduced partially
in the year following, and it is expected that
there will be full uniforms in 2004-2005.
The principal considers the uniform to be a
“big draw” because she receives many
inquiries about it.

The school now serves several district
populations.  One is farm-based, stable,
community minded, and lives near the
school.  The other group carpools from
across the district and contains some
children with learning problems.  This group
has more working moms and is less able to
volunteer in the school.  Both groups contain
mixed socioeconomic backgrounds and are
very interested in their children’s education.
The enrollment pattern for Cowichan Station
Traditional is on an upward trend, having 89
pupils in September 2002, 129 in 2003,
and projecting 152 in 2004.  During 2003-
2004, about half were from outside the
catchment, and about half of those (1/4)
from independent schools.
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5
Influences on
Approvals of New
Schools

This chapter examines some of the factors that appear to influence whether or not
applications for new schools are approved. It begins by considering the philosophies of
school trustees and district educators. In a second section, the realities of maintaining
student numbers under conditions of open enrollment are reviewed. The chapter
concludes with an analysis of the relevant factors in such a way as to create a measure of
what we have called the “climate of choice” in each district.

PHILOSOPHIES OF BOARDS AND EDUCATORS
For some interviewees, school choice is simply a parental or student preference, rather
than a need. They believe that parental preference considerably increases parental power
and that the determination of the educational need ought not to rest solely with parents.
As one stated, “Choice is not necessarily about what flavour is available, but how good
each flavour is.” A letter addressing one district’s school choice policy reinforces this
sentiment, focusing on student preferences of an undesirable kind: “The board will not
be able to use administrative control to exclude students from attending a given school
where it is not in the student’s or the school’s best interest. This can be an issue where a
school has been used for gang recruitment.” Another letter raises the question of whose
preference is being followed: “The School Act makes school choice a student right, not
a parent right. An important factor for students in school choice is where their friends
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attend; parents are more likely to be influenced by practical considerations such as
transportation or sibling attendance, or educational considerations such as program
choices. School boards do not wish to be caught in the middle of these disputes.”

These important points raise the question of who can make the best educational decision
in the student’s interest: educators, parents or the child? The neighbourhood school
theme that recurred through the interviews and documents enlarges this question to
ask what is best for society as a whole. One report revealed some lack of confidence in
parental decisions regarding school selection: “In order to protect the integrity of the
neighborhood school, the committee recognized the importance of dialogue between
principals of the receiving and neighborhood schools. Such dialogue would enable the
neighborhood school principal to clarify any misunderstandings with parents on how
the educational needs of the particular student can be met by the neighborhood school.”
This position favouring neighbourhood schools over schools of choice was a prevailing
sentiment. Interviewees’ commitment to neighbourhood schools was accompanied by
the belief that education should be provided in a standardized fashion. Each school
should offer a common educational experience, and children should attend their local
school.

Neighbourhood Schools

The relative uniformity of policies covering applications for new schools and programs
of choice did not reflect the real differences in the orientations expressed by board
members and their senior educators. An understanding of the previous predisposition
of most school boards is shown by some of the documents relating to basic beliefs
concerning the provision of education. For example, a document from 1990 states, “The
District believes that the neighbourhood school can best meet the educational needs of
children.” It shows the commitment of many boards to a full neighbourhood school
policy in which schools of choice were limited to a few such as French immersion,
Montessori, and International Baccalaureate. One report recommended that the number
of cross-boundary students be reduced. Students were usually required to attend their
designated schools at that time.

Many of those interviewed remained steadfastly committed to a common education
experience delivered in neighbourhood schools. This is illustrated in the case of one
district which surveyed all its elementary parents regarding establishing a traditional
school in their community, and despite a 72% positive response, turned down the
proposal. According to one interviewee, the central questions the Board addressed were:
“Does the Board believe the concept of a traditional school fits within the mandate of
the public school system? Would this concept have an impact on our current practice
which emphasizes the neighbourhood school?” The explanation for the non-approval
was: “Our board policy is to provide programs within the catchment area of schools for
students. We have comprehensive schools. We have magnet programs such as ESL, FSL,
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unique art, shop, and language programs within neighbourhood structures.” Many other
interviewees affirmed that their district’s direction was to maintain neighbourhood
schools.

The strength of the belief in neighbourhood schools is also reflected in excerpts from
district documentation made available after the legislation was passed in 2002. For
instance, one says, “While it remains important for the district to respond to the
educational need for specialized programs, it is also important that specialized programs
continue to support the integrity of the neighborhood school for students who exercise
their ‘choice’ rights by attending their neighborhood school.” This statement appears
to express the desire to keep neighbourhood children in neighbourhood schools. A
respondent from a different district stated that a school of choice did not “pull people
together,” and suggested that parents and staff members could come to agreement within
neighbourhood schools. “My experience is that it is difficult in a neighbourhood school,
where you are trying to meet everybody’s needs, wishes, and hopes. There are always
many people wanting many different things, and it is a challenge to please them all.
However, I am not ready to give up on the neighbourhood concept.” Another interviewee
noted that in neighbourhood schools, “Because of the diversity of program offerings,
there is usually something that is going to meet the needs of all students.” Many of the
respondents perceived parental demand as mostly directed toward choices among
neighbourhood schools, not for schools of specialization.

Other interviewees revealed their concerns when addressing the potential difficulties of
implementating schools of choice. One interviewee pointed out the problems associated
with converting a neighbourhood school into a magnet school and the need for a plausible
alternative for the parents and children who do not wish to select the magnet option. A
second respondent was concerned about the potential disruption to district culture if a
magnet school is perceived to be isolated or superior to other schools. “There is a danger
in narrowing the scope of your program and not being attractive to a broad number of
students.” In one case, there were misperceptions that a school could choose the students
who attended, engendering jealousy on the part of other schools. Another asserted,
“The competition of a magnet school could be detrimental to the small neighbourhood
schools in the district.” These apprehensions appear to underlie a fear of the effects of
school choice, particularly on districts that currently offer a limited range of options to
parents and students. Another intimated that there was plenty of choice already since all
schools are unique: “We have 23 schools of choice [all the schools in the district].” More
parental and student choice was seen as superfluous.

A quotation from a separate, detailed study of a rejected proposal for a school of choice
illustrates the intention of the standardized neighbourhood model when it was embraced
in one of the 20 districts in this study. “The policy encouraged all schools to teach the
same comprehensive program. While there were a few specialized programs, including
French immersion, the International Baccalaureate, and some vocational programs, the
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board had an aversion to magnet programs because it feared ‘separateness and informal
hierarchy of experiences and program offerings between the schools in the district’.
The district policy limiting cross-boundary enrollment was strictly enforced as a way of
building community, avoiding competition, and solving the administrative problems of
allocating students to schools”.28 As well, equity issues were never far from the minds of
critics of choice. Some were concerned about creating schools with “have” students,
thus deserting “have not” students. Others suggested that many parents could not afford
the transportation to schools of choice. Some mentioned that despite the efforts the
PACs made to achieve consensus regarding the aim of a proposed magnet school, there
were always parents who were concerned that some children might be displaced by the
conversion of a school from neighbourhood to choice.

Several posed queries typical of educators who find a school of choice to be a relatively
novel phenomenon. “What’s the motivation? Teaching one type of kid, and not another?
Because they feel they are better at teaching with a certain instructional technique? We
really haven’t done a lot of dialogue with teachers or with administrators. I think the
door is open to schools of choice for the first time, and people are thinking, What would
that mean? What would that look like?” “What serves the needs of your community best
— a comprehensive school that strives for excellence in all programs, or a magnet school
that strives for excellence in one program?”

Although not all interviewees suggested that the commitment to neighbourhood schools
had thwarted acceptance of proposals for schools or programs of choice, a number of
them agreed it was a factor. One interviewee stated simply that his district had rejected
schools of choice on philosophical rather than practical grounds. Clearly, the commitment
to a common model of educational delivery is a strong and pervasive one if these results
from interviews and documents are indicative of board members and educators in the
20 districts. The relatively new legislation passed in 2002 runs contrary to these beliefs
and practices because it guarantees choice to students and parents. It should be
mentioned, however, that it supports neighbourhood schools to the extent that places
for children who live within their catchment areas are assured.

Schools of Choice

A few interviewees expressed markedly contrasting views about their district’s
philosophical position on school choice.

One district’s documents state: “The future of the public school system rests with our
ability to provide parents and students with the choices they believe will best meet their
educational needs…When students have increased opportunities to choose a school
they believe will maximize their learning potential, our public school system will flourish.”
Another reviewed its district’s current challenges and said flatly, “...a radical departure
28 Gaskell, 2001b: 23
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from the past practice of neighbourhood specific attendance areas is recommended.”
This district’s commitment was to strengthen public education through school choice.

Some subjects were very supportive of the idea of school choice and how it worked for
schools. Interviewees in one district claimed to have acted prior to the choice legislation.
“We are a step a head of what Christy Clark [then the Minister of Education] has said,
that parents can have their child attend any school in the province providing there is
room. We have supported that for years.” “If we have happy kids, we have happy parents
...we are meeting their needs.” Another said, “...if that’s what the customer wants, let’s
give it to them.” A third reflected the prevailing viewpoint of the provincial government
when he summarized his district’s philosophy this way: “Our public school system is a
‘monopoly’ service. When you become that powerful, you become arrogant and cease to
react to your clients appropriately. You know it all and don’t really care if they don’t like
it because they don’t have any choices.” His view was that “many teachers and
administrators take the attitude of Henry Ford —any color you want, as long as it is
black. Which automobile company today would dream to be that arrogant? They’ll not
only give you the right colour, they’ll give you the options you want.”

These interview data suggest that school choice, a ‘new kid on the block’ in public
education, has its advocates among board members, educators, and parents. The
respondents in the districts with dispositions toward student choice, as with those in
districts who were more supportive of common neighbourhood schools, agreed that the

Meadowland Elementary

Meadowland Elementary is a small school
situated on farmlands close to the Pitt River
on the west side of the Maple Ridge-Pitt
Meadows School District.  The Board
scheduled it for closure in June 2004 due to
declining enrollment, which had fallen from
124 in 1999 to a projected 70 for
September 2004.  Its cost per pupil was
computed to be $8,322, well above the
stated district average of $5,422 per
student.  Meadowland was put on notice and
its parents given the opportunity to consider
options for the school’s future.

The Parent Advisory Council explored the
possibilities, taking into account its location

on a highway near a neighbouring district
and not far from an independent school.  It
held information meetings, garnered ‘pre-
registrations’ from outside its catchment and
district, and put forward a preliminary
proposal to keep the school open as a
traditional school.

This was the second traditional school
proposal considered by the Maple Ridge-Pitt
Meadows School Board, the first being
rejected in 1995. The Board was split on the
conversion of Meadowland to a traditional
school, with the chair casting the deciding
vote against the proposal in the spring of
2004.  See Appendix B for the Meadowland
proposal.
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prevailing philosophy was a factor in the approval of applications of schools and programs
of choice. Did the principals in the survey concur? See Figure 5.1

Most (60%) of the principals who responded to the survey considered their boards to
favour school choice, some of them strongly. A number believed their boards to be neutral
(31%), while only 9% considered them to be unfavourably inclined. The survey results
contrast with the clear impressions given in the interviews that many persons associated
with boards, if not the boards themselves, are either uncommitted or negatively disposed
toward offering more choices of programs and schools.

It is perhaps useful to illustrate what occurs when districts actively embrace a school
choice philosophy by citing two district examples.

One suburban district with 21,192 students, 1,746 educators, and 45 schools has a long
history of support for school choice, as illustrated by the establishment of a traditional
school 29 years ago. This school attracts parents from across the district who desire a
structured education, high levels of student care, and their own involvement in it (Brown,
1999). More recently, an entrepreneurial principal successfully established a Japanese
language and culture school to turn around precipitously low enrollment. The district
has a clear process for bringing new school proposals forward and has a considerable
variety of choices: Montessori, traditional, fine arts, French immersion, E-bus home school
support, community schools, and an International Baccalaureate program. Although
not all school proposals are accepted (a hockey school was turned down and a ‘progressive’
school failed to attract sufficient enrollment), district goals on the website give a sense of
how choice is valued. Board aims include “delivering opportunities for informed choices,”
as “No single means of delivery fits all,” and “Lasting leadership enables students to have
maximum choices.” This district entered into the spirit of the new legislation long before
it was passed. Apart from slightly adjusting its procedures for students who wanted to
cross school catchments, there was little to do to accommodate the legislation.

Fig. 5.1  School Boards’ Predispositions toward School Choice
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Another district that accentuates school choice is a bedroom community with 15,126
students, 945 educators, and 34 schools. This district has had an open boundary policy
for 20 years, replacing the original neighbourhood school policy. Today, school choices
include a self-paced learning school, a year-round school, French immersion, a hockey
school, a technically focused school and a school-within-a-school program that comprises
community studies, environmental studies, theatre, and literacy for at-risk students. The
district website speaks to the board goals, one of which says “...the district also believes in
offering educational choice to meet the needs of those students and families with
particular interests and priorities.” That philosophy was supported by our interviewees
in that district, who were enthusiastic about school choice. One commented, “Just because
a program happens in one particular school, it does not mean it is appropriate in all
schools across the district. Programs of choice do not operate under a one-size-fits-all
formula.” Another perceived choice as a tool to engage students in their learning: “You
don’t run a school for hockey or fine arts. These are the hooks used to keep kids in
school.” As with the previous case, this district had already embraced choice before the
School Amendment Act thawing school catchment boundaries was passed in 2002.

Regardless of fundamental perspectives held by boards or individuals, student transfers
are very much about school enrollments. One almost guaranteed outcome of the open
enrollment legislation is the rise and fall of the student count in individual schools.

DISTRICT ENROLLMENT
Many districts in the province are subject to shrinking enrollments. Since the bulk of the
funding that boards receive is tied closely to the number of students they educate each
year ($5,520 per regular pupil in 2004-2005), the loss of each student affects them. Some
districts are experiencing severe decline, prompting a respondent in one to say, “The
board doesn’t have the time or money to concern itself with choice issues.” Her board
had closed 14 schools. It was seen as difficult to open schools of choice when others were
closing—there was now a moratorium on new schools of choice in her district. Most
interviewees acknowledged that reduced enrollment impacted their ability to offer
enhanced levels of school choice. One complained that choice was a “panacea… a
distracter to the fact that there is less money and they are having to do a lot of changes in
order to accommodate fiscal pressures.” Some said their districts reduced choices because
demand sagged on account of students moving away. Others had closed schools as a
consequence to the change in the funding formula. Did the principals agree that declining
enrollment had a negative impact on school choice?

There was considerable variation in the principals’ responses to the question of whether
enrollment decreases in their districts affected the choices available to students. See
Figure 5.2.



56    School Choice Under Open Enrollment

Some 31% of principals indicated that enrollment decline was unfavourable to choice,
agreeing with interviewees who pointed out the reduction in the numbers of schools
and programs. Although 31% considered enrollment decline to be neutral, 37% believed
it to be an incentive to offer choices, corresponding with the interview data that revealed
how new schools of choice were proposed when they were threatened with closure and
how some principals had made changes to their school programs to retain students.

When asked about financial constraints, which are closely related to enrollment declines,
principals showed similar responses. See Figure 5.3.

Thirty-five percent saw the impact of financial constraints to be adverse to the provision
of school choices, yet 29% saw it as favourable. Principals are clearly divided on this
question. There were two notes of opportunity suggested by some interviewees that
corresponded to some of the principals’ responses. Empty classrooms, and in some
instances, empty schools, offered space to locate new programs of choice. When long-
established schools were threatened, PACs became energized and brought forward
proposals to save their school by reinventing it as a school of choice. Apparently, declining
enrollment, and its close companion, financial constraint, are both detractors and
incentives to approve new schools of choice.

Fig. 5.2   District Enrollment Decreases Influencing Choice
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Fig. 5.3   Financial Constraits Influencing Choice
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The loss of pupils because of sagging demographics is not the only way in which students
depart. Some moved to other districts, others to independent schools or home schools.
Interviewees were very aware of student flows across their district borders. One report
noted that if 2,000 students traveled out of the district, it would lose $10.7M. The same
report observed an inflow of 448 and 295 students from each of its neighbouring districts.
In general, movements to bordering districts were said to be relatively modest in size.

Loss of students to independent and home schools was considered by some interviewees
to be problematic. Their districts had calculated their market share, one of which was as
low as 75%. A report noted, “In the past five years, independent and private school
enrollment has grown at rates many times greater than the overall population of the

Cloverdale Elementary

Cloverdale School is a fixture on the
landscape in central Surrey, with a history
going back to circa 1923 when it was a high
school.  Its children come from an
established farming community.    Although
the socioeconomic level is just below
average, there are some children who lack
adequate care at home.

During 2002-2003, the Surrey Board
examined Cloverdale’s costs of operation
and offered two alternatives:  closure or
become a school of choice.  Once the
choice option was affirmed, the only
specialization actively considered by the
school was the traditional one.  While the
majority of the Parent Advisory Council
supported that option, not all teachers did.
The staff consisted of 10 divisions, with six
senior teachers.  There was some turnover
and the remaining staff decided they would
give the traditional model a try for a year.  A
new principal was assigned in 2003,
bringing three teachers with him and
initiating a traditional emphasis.  Cloverdale
embraced the traditional model, linking its
spelling programs across grades,

coordinating marking, and establishing a
common notebook system throughout the
school.  The students and principal are in
uniform.  The teachers and principal drafted
a handbook for parents and there is an
emphasis on orderly discipline and a written
code of conduct.  While parents and
teachers agreed on most particulars of the
traditional approach to instruction, teachers
varied in their implementation of seating
plans.  Some children’s desks are in double
rows while others are in groups.

As is common with schools of choice,
transportation can be a challenge for
parents from out of the catchment area.  As
parents who are new immigrants often have
shift work, a number of families use
carpools.  Cloverdale Traditional’s enrollment
was 193 in  2002-2003 and 230 in 2003-
2004.  It attracted 30 children from Surrey
Traditional School on the north side of the
district and six from an independent school.
About 90% come from inside the catchment
area.  Forty-one students from outside of the
catchment area (many from the same
independent school) are scheduled to attend
in September, 2004.
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city—31% over the five years. The public school system, on the other hand, has remained
virtually flat with growth at 3.3% over the five years. There has also been a significant
growth in home schooling in the same period.” An interviewee reflected, “Market share
is not the only issue ... but it appears in a lot of our discussion because it is the one lever
we can use with a variety of other folks to get their attention. We can talk about student
performance until the cows come home and everyone yawns, but when you talk about
market share and jobs, people pay attention.” This interviewee’s district had instituted
preschools to “recapture” students in the belief that if they began their schooling within
public education, they would more likely stay. Others simply saw their provision of schools
of choice from K-12 to work in favour of keeping students. Most had experienced less
loss at the secondary level.

Some interviewees held an assertively competitive posture toward independent schools.
They believed that if districts did not offer choice, the government could perceive them
as unresponsive and introduce charter schools. One observed: “Christian schools in this
community draw a large number of students. We want to make sure we offer our clients as
many options and choices as they would like.” Another stated, “I believe that unless we
offer the product to the clients, ...we run the risk of damaging the public school system
and it eventually failing. Right now in this district we are taking clients away from the
private schools. We are stealing their clients by adapting. Our traditional school steals
them, not just from private schools, but from home schools.” These interviewees saw the
effects of competition as having a net benefit, not just in “recapturing” students, but also
in making neighbourhood schools more responsive by having them highlight some of
their own programs. “Competition is extremely positive, because it makes everybody
sharper.” Did the principals agree with the interviewees? See Figure  5.4.

Although 20% of the principals in the 20 districts of the sample considered the presence
of independent schools to be an unfavourable or strongly unfavourable factor in school
choice, 40% considered them neutral, and 40% believed that independent schools were
a positive or strongly positive incentive on the provision of choice in their districts.

In contrast, a number of interviewees said that competition with independent schools
was not a consideration for their boards. This assertion was made regardless of market
share, which ranged from 99% to 82% for those particular respondents, and despite the
establishment of new independent schools in their districts. Many interviewees believed
that competition, either between districts or with independent schools, should not be
emphasized. They see all districts as part of a larger public school system in which district
reputations are positive and known for their cooperation when providing programs for
students. The same spirit of cooperation extends to independent schools, which they
consider to simply offer different kinds of education, although some admit that their
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districts lose children. “We offer a comprehensive program and we work well with the
private schools in our district. We would welcome students back from the private school
system, but we also recognize that the private school system offers some things that we as
a public school system don’t offer, and that some parents and students would like to
choose. Rather than competing openly with them, I see that we both benefit by working
together.” Not all were so amicable. One suggested, “[W]e need to look in our own
district and see what we can do to return those kids to our public education.”

Clearly, the views of board members, educators, and parents vary regarding the
importance of enrollment decline and financial contractions on the provision of school
choice. Some thought it impeded choice and gave evidence to back their claims. A few
noted how it spurred parents to put forward proposals when their neighbourhood schools
were considered for closure. While most agree on the attractiveness of independent
schools to parents and students, there is divergence on their willingness to compete to
retain them in public schools by providing more schools of choice.

DISTRICT VARIATIONS IN PROPENSITY TOWARD
SCHOOL CHOICE
As the study progressed, notable differences between districts became evident. Responses
and readings regarding school choice often appeared to depend upon the district context.
In some locations, team members sensed an enthusiasm for school choice, not just in
the philosophy expressed, but also in the examples used and the positive outcomes that
were claimed. In other districts, there was a modest accommodation to the new legislation.
A third group of districts seemed to consider school choice to be a minor matter, giving
it little priority. Not only did they tend to profess a belief in the primacy of neighbourhood

Fig. 5.4 Independent Schools/Home Schooling Influencing Choice
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schools, they showed little evidence of providing more choice to their parents and
students.

The initial impression of the team was borne out in later interviews, documents, and the
opinions expressed by the principals. When the data were compiled by district, rough
profiles could be constructed—based on either indicators of choice itself or certain
influences upon it. Accordingly, 19 of the districts in the main sample (one was set aside
because of insufficient data) were examined in light of nine ways that they might be
distinguished regarding school choice. The criteria derived from the data were:

Bowen Island Supported Home
Learners’ Program

Three years ago, a group of parents on
Bowen Island wished for a different kind of
education for their children.  Rather than the
one the kids would experience at the regular
schools, the parents wanted a curriculum
with a focus on achievement but with a
learning environment more controlled by the
students.  Hoping to offer more educational
opportunities than the ones the larger, less
personal schools would provide, the parents
first considered starting an independent
school but it was financially infeasible.

A cluster of eight to ten families, which
included an educator, put forward a proposal
to their school board in West Vancouver.
Their ideas were received favourably, but the
Board wanted to place their program in one
of the classrooms of their community
school, an arrangement that was
unsatisfactory to the parents of the school
because it did not conform to their vision.
Delays meant that they missed the chance
to start in September, 2002.

The determined parents then discovered
that the New Westminster School Board
operated a similar program.  They wrote
again to the West Vancouver Board but
received no reply.  Directing their attention
to New Westminster, they assessed the
provincial allocation (based on $5,365 per
pupil that year) and expenses associated
with their plan to enroll 24 FTE students with
one teacher.  The numbers were in the
black.  Moreover, a district administrator
who was enthusiastic about their approach
to learning and school design facilitated
their proposal.  During the last New
Westminster Board meeting of the school
year, the parents received approval to start
their school in September 2003.

The first year’s operation required a lot of
work to pull together all the aspects of the
school but parental support remained
steadfast.  Some of the students were
distance education pupils, living elsewhere in
the Lower Mainland, so the school was not
entirely dependent upon the small pool of
Bowen Island students.  The projected
enrollment for the second year was 35.3
FTE students, making the addition of 0.3 of
a teacher a likely occurrence.
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1. Strength of Demand for Choice. The extent to which parents and students had
expressed a desire for more choices of schools and programs, as indicated by
interviewees and the principals’ survey.

2. Numbers of Schools of Choice. Quantity of schools of choice in a district relative to
the total number of schools, as named in the interviews and by principals in the
survey as they reported on their own schools.

3. Board Choice Philosophy. Extent of support for school choice as voiced by
interviewees, stated in documents, and mentioned as factors influencing choice in
their districts by principals.

4. Number of Applications for New Schools. Quantity of recent applications (1999-
2004) recalled by interviewees and principals, some documented. Three and four
were the most common numbers of applications

5. Ease of Student Transfer. Facility with which students can transfer from their
catchment schools to other schools as revealed in interviews and documents.

6. Flexibility of the Collective Agreement. The collective agreement‘s accommodation
of the special staffing requirements of schools of choice as mentioned by interviewees
and as noted by principals in the survey.

7. Teacher Union Disposition. General view of the local teachers’ association regarding
school choice as noted in interviews and by the principals surveyed.

8. Concern about Independent Schools. Extent of district preoccupation with market
share, particularly that of independent schools and home schoolers as shown by
interviews, documents, and responses of principals.

9. Enrollment Decrease. Concern with enrollment decreases as either reducing
opportunities for choice or providing options to use the space they create to offer
new choices as indicated in interviews and by principals.

Each district was accorded a score of “1” when the condition was judged to be positive,
“0” when neutral, and “-1” when apparently negative toward school choice. Although
the numerical allocations were acknowledged by the team members to be subjective
appraisals, they appeared to capture the overall Choice “climate” in the 19 districts. The
resultant picture of the districts should be considered heuristically—as a teaching tool
rather than the product of precise mathematical measures. For this purpose, all categories
were weighted equally; different clusters of districts may have been generated by other
weightings.

Two of the ‘tests of school choice’ did not discriminate between districts very much.
One, strength of demand for choice, was affirmed across all districts. Respondents,
regardless of district, believed that both parents and students wanted more choices, some
basing their position on what they had heard in their communities. Apparent uniformity
of demand becomes a baseline on which to judge other indicators. Another test, ease of
student transfer, did not vary a great deal but when it did, it registered an important
difference between a small subset of the districts and the rest.
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See Table 5.1 for the districts arranged from top to bottom where their total scores
reflect their relative orientation towards school choice. They may be grouped into three
clusters or strata in the table.

The first group tends to have many school choices available, a board philosophy that
endorses school choice, and plenty of applications for new schools along with student
transfer processes that were unproblematic. They are enthusiasts who had worked out
most of the difficulties with their collective agreement though their teacher unions
remained cautious of choice. The committed districts also expressed their need to
compete with independent schools. Most had embraced open boundaries prior to the
legislation and consequently, found that adapting to it required only minor changes to
their district policies for the establishment of new schools or student transfers. They
considered themselves to be leaders in the new era of school choice, each scoring five.
Their principals affirmed this orientation. One said, “Our Board uses the ‘Build it, and
they will come’ philosophy to get it [a new school] started, then promotes it as a great
option, and parents register their kids.” A principal in another district reflected, “We
run a variety of innovative programs to address special interests and needs to help our
students. This seems to keep our parents very happy.” According to Table 5.1, there are
four districts that have a notable propensity towards school choice.

The second group has some experience with school choice. These districts neither
embraced the new philosophy nor were apprehensive about it, providing some schools
of choice, receiving some applications, but not necessarily having a coherent philosophy
regarding it—sometimes giving out mixed messages to the public. These districts may
have adopted a ‘watchful waiting’ approach to school choice. Some had pro and con
factions within their districts. Their score of 1 or 2 points is accounted for by the fact that
they have one or two features that resemble the districts in the first category. Three
principals in separate districts showed the divergence of views: “Our parents actively
recruit other families by word of mouth and testimonials.” “School choice has the danger
of creating ghetto schools. Parents with the means transport their children to the schools
in wealthier areas leave those without the means or the interest to stay behind.” “We lose
students to an adjoining catchment area with a new school that has a significantly higher
socioeconomic mix and less cultural diversity.” According to Table 5.1, there are five
districts in the middle range.

The third group of districts offers relatively few schools of choice, tends to affirm
standardized neighbourhood schools as being the mainstay of public education, has
relatively few applications for new schools of choice, expresses little concern about losing
students to independent schools, and may have teacher unions who are in opposition to
more school choices than are currently provided. These ten districts comprise the largest
cluster, scoring -3 or -4 points in Table 5.1. Although they conformed to the letter of the
legislation, choice for them is apparently unimportant and may be considered undesirable
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for public schools. Some interviewees in these districts asserted that school choice was
just another passing fad. A number of their principals said that choice was not an issue in
their districts and questioned the relevance of the survey. “At the elementary level there
are no choices other than French Immersion, so much of this survey is not relevant to
my situation.” “Choice has not made an appreciable difference at our school and District.
When magnet programs or charter-like schools are more available, this would be a bigger
factor. District policy must favour such specialization...” Others were more negative:
“Whoever comes, comes. We have enough kids. Often the ones we get are ones we’d
rather keep out.” “School choice is part of the current North American trend towards
individualism and a pervading ethos of ‘What can the system do for me’?”

Although these particular quotations from principals were selected to illustrate their
remarks within their districts, all different points of view were found within all the clusters.
There was no uniformity of perspectives or facts regarding school choice within any
district, let alone within the three clusters, despite the general pattern.

These results contrast with the earlier finding that 74% of all formal applications reviewed
were approved by their school boards. If both are correct, it is perhaps because some
applications are screened by districts before they reach the board level or because parents
in some districts anticipate that bringing forward applications would not likely be
successful and withdraw. The results also appear to conflict with the finding that most

Table 5.1 School District Context and School Choice
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principals believe that their boards are supportive toward school choice (Figure 5.1).
Persuasive as this three-part categorization of districts is, we are left with the troublesome
finding that there is a marked contrast between the principals’ views of how prevalent is
a favouring of choice and the impression given by our interviews and the perusal of
documents. Given the relatively low response rate of our principal sample, we are inclined
to think that in this respect the interview and document data give a truer picture. What
needs to be explained is why the discrepancy should exist. It may be that principals’ own
philosophies tend fit with that of their boards so many of them are content with the
extent of parental choice available in their districts.

The next chapter is an investigation into what may be considered the effects of greater
choice and the open enrollment legislation. It includes explorations of cross-boundary
transfers within districts, a look at student numbers at the school level, the extent to
which principals say school specialize, and whether they communicate information about
themselves to the public.
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6
Effects on Districts
and Schools

One of the purposes of this study was to investigate the potential effect of the open
enrollment legislation on established schools. How do transfer policies work? Are there
some impacts on school enrollments? Do schools actually specialize in order to compete?
Are specialized schools more attractive to parents and students than neighbourhood
schools? Do schools communicate with prospective students? These and other questions
are addressed in this chapter.

CROSS-BOUNDARY TRANSFER POLICIES
Voluntary student movement from one school to another is not new. Cross-boundary
applications have been governed by district policies for a long time. Typically, they made
reference to the desirability of students remaining in their neighbourhood schools, e.g.,
“While it is highly desirable that each student attend his or her neighbourhood school,
a number of exceptional circumstances may make attendance at another School District
school advantageous or necessary.” The policies accentuated the “...student’s educational
interests, the receiving and leaving schools’ resources, staff, and programs.” Student
preferences were seldom mentioned. The receiving school’s principal was normally given
the authority to make the decision to allow or decline the application. A number of
respondents remarked that their districts maintained clusters of schools (one called it a
“ward system”) in which elementary groups feed into one middle school that feeds into
one secondary school. To them, there is a sense of ownership or “family.” It is likely that
prior practice in judging cross-boundary applications between different levels of schools
honoured the cluster structure when decisions were made.
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School boards realigned their student transfer policies to the new legislation between its
enactment in April 2002, and its time of enforcement, which began effectively in January
2003. Generally, applications were to be received between January and March and students
were to be notified in the spring with a short period set aside for late applications. The
changes were made so that schools could accommodate the student movement anticipated
in September 2003. Policies often refer to four principles relating to: maximizing access
to neighbourhood schools, maximizing access to choose schools and programs, certainty/
stability/continuity for families, and efficient resource allocation on the part of the district.
Salient segments of the policies address attributes of receiving schools (space, staff,
programs), descending priority of incoming students (catchment, continuing, siblings,
child care, out-of-catchment, out-of-district), and transportation (not usually provided).
See Appendix B for a sample policy. The policies appear to conform to the legislation.
There are some practices, however, that increase the extent of district discretion over
the student transfer process.

Districts have the authority to set the dates for application for student transfer. Some
open the application process in January and close it at the end of February, a period of
six weeks. Many have a three-week timeframe. One requires students or parents to access
application forms, have an exit interview with the principal of their leaving school, and
submit the application, all within a five-day span. It is common to have exit interviews;
they likely provide opportunities for principals to offer information and opportunities
to students who may withdraw their application and elect to remain in their current
schools. However, it is difficult to understand how the restriction of the application process
to a single week enhances the opportunity of students to transfer between schools. Another
practice that may influence cross-boundary movement is the injection of new level of
student priority that may be called ‘enlarged neighbourhood’. In this instance, students
whose residence is proximate to a school were given a higher priority to transfer to that
school than those who live elsewhere in the district. Still another, reported in two cases,
was the denial of transfer requests because of the need to fill new secondary schools to
ensure the efficient use of available space.

STUDENT FLOWS BETWEEN SCHOOLS
As mentioned in the previous section, the ability of students to change schools is subject
to the capacity of receiving schools. A year after the legislation passed but before it took
complete effect, a few interviewees mentioned that some of their elementary or secondary
schools were already full. “Our secondary schools are all at or over capacity; therefore,
movement has been limited. Cross-boundary transfers are approved when space/
resources are available. Choice only works where we have room in schools [emphasis added].”
Despite the reality of bulging schools in some districts, interviewees reported that the
overall decline in enrollments has usually made seats in classrooms available to students
who wish to move.
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One way of measuring the extent of student choice is to compute the percentage of
students who attend schools outside their neighbourhood school catchments. That
calculation may be done for each school and then aggregated to form a district-wide
index of choice. It is much more an indicator of movement than of choice, however.
Some parents and students may have chosen their neighbourhood schools quite
deliberately but the measure only acknowledges the movers. The “stayers” are seen to
remain either because there are no other choices available or because they prefer their
neighbourhood school. Despite that clear limitation, the measure says something of the
exercise of choice on the part of parents and students.

Interviewees were asked if their districts generated aggregated student movement data
from their records. Unfortunately, only two were able to make them available in
aggregated form for this study, which suggests that they are not widely used at the district
level. Table 6.1 is the data provided by a district that had emphasized school choice as a
policy for many years.

The student movement data show a number of noteworthy characteristics. The average
elementary school in that district retains 66.9% of its catchment students, sending a
corresponding 33.1% to other district schools. The range of student inflow from other
catchments is 9.0% at the low end to 79.4% at the top for a school of choice on a year-
round schedule. The corresponding reported figures for the district’s secondary schools
are an average retention of 61.5% and a release of 38.5% with a range of 10.2% to 65.6%
of students coming from other school catchments (excluding the alternate students).
Secondary students are more mobile than their elementary counterparts and might be
expected to exercise their choice prerogatives more readily. The overall district rate of
transfer is computable from the table as 34.7% (excluding the alternative students).

This district’s elementary and secondary transfer rates of 33.1% and 38.5% provide a
benchmark because they are based on data that pertained to the 2002-2003 year and
prior to any effect of the legislation on student movement. Although there is no absolute
figure that may be used to judge these numbers, they may be compared to other districts.
Edmonton, which has had an open enrollment policy and encouraged the establishment
of schools of choice for some time, had 41% of elementary, 48% of junior high and 58%
of high school students attend outside designated areas (Dosdall, 2001). The one other
district in this study that provided its numbers of student movements had maintained its
policy of comprehensive schools. Its corresponding figures for student transfer during
2003-2004 were 10.5% for elementary and 11.4% for secondary, excluding alternative
schools. The contrast, with both with the prior district and Edmonton, is considerable
and suggests that there may be large differences in student transfer rates in districts
across the province. It appears that the introduction of the legislation to take effect in
September, 2003 did not produce a surge in transfers that year. In one district, a predicted
flood of student movement did not materialize, according to the interviewees.
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SCHOOL SPECIALIZATIONS AND WAIT LISTS
Of all the schools of choice, French immersion schools (or programs) may be taken as
the most obvious and were most frequently mentioned by interviewees. A variety of other
school specializations was mentioned. Examples at the elementary level were Montessori,
fine arts, traditional, and year-round. Secondary examples, which were programs within
schools, included International Baccalaureate, sports, technology, advanced placement,
challenge, and self-paced. Occasionally, respondents would say that some of their schools
were not labeled as schools of choice, but had developed a special reputation for such
things as accentuating the arts or vibrant family involvement. Others known for their
performance or effectiveness were sought out by parents and students and had waiting
lists.

Table 6.1 Sample District Catchment Statistics (as of June 30, 2002)

School
Attending from In

Catchment
From Out of
Catchment

Total

A 298 (84.7%) 54 (15.3%) 352
B 382 (72.8%) 143 (27.2%) 525
C 327 (75.2%) 108 (24.8%) 435
D 179 (84.8%) 32 (15.2%) 211
E 220 (72.1%) 85 (27.9%) 305
F 152 (39.6%) 232 (60.4%) 384
G 224 (52.1%) 206 (47.9%) 430
H 347 (80.9%) 82 (19.1%) 429
I 284 (73.2%) 104 (26.8%) 388
J 397 (84.1%) 75 (15.9%) 472
K 272 (89.5%) 32 (10.5%) 304
L 397 (80.5%) 96 (19.5%) 493
M 375 (87.6%) 53 (12.4%) 428
N 122 (20.6%) 469 (79.4%) 591
O 213 (36.5%) 371 (63.5%) 584
P 330 (74.3%) 114 (25.7%) 444
Q 61 (78.2%) 17 (21.8%) 78
R 77 (68.8%) 35 (31.3%) 112
S 251 (75.6%) 81 (24.4%) 332
T 279 (56.9%) 211 (43.1%) 490
U 253 (46.9%) 286 (53.1%) 539
V 30 (62.5%) 18 (37.5%) 48
W 221 (84.0%) 42 (16.0%) 263
X 192 (91.0%) 19 (9.0%) 211
Y 343 (74.6%) 117 (25.4%) 460

Elementary
Totals

6226 (66.9%) 3082 (33.1%) 9308

AA 734 (62.1%) 448 (37.9%) 1182
BB 494 (34.4%) 944 (65.6%) 1438
CC 961 (89.8%) 109 (10.2%) 1070
DD 590 (59.7%) 398 (40.3%) 988
EE 814 (77.3%) 239 (22.7%) 1053
FF 0 (0.0%) 107 (100.0%) 107

Secondary
Totals 3593 (61.5%) 2245 (38.5%) 5838
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Principals in the survey of 20 urban districts were asked if their school had an overall
specialization. That is one way to assess the extent to which schools may be differentiated.
See Figure 6.1.

A minority of 40 or 27% of principals said that their school had an overall specialization,
such as special content in the form of French immersion or fine arts. 29 Of the ones that
had a school-wide specialization and also had wait lists, the length of their wait lists
varied. See Figure 6.2.

Six had none, nine had waiting lists between 3 and 50, and four had waiting lists between
200 and 800 students. Waiting lists are an indicator of a strong level of interest, although
always subject to correction when checked by district authorities. School specialization is
only one way of providing choice in districts, however. Principals were asked if their
schools contained special programs within them, such as athletics, music, or vocational.30

See Figure 6.3.

29 Confidence levels are plus or minus 8%.
30 Confidence levels are plus or minus 8%.

Fig. 6.1  Overall School Specialization
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Fifty-seven principals (39%) responded that they did, and of those, five had waiting lists
ranging from 4 to 30. See Figure C.1 in Appendix C. It appears that special programs
may not attract as much demand as much as schools that are fully specialized but they
certainly occur more frequently. Many of the programs would be small, perhaps one or
two classes.31

Apart from program specialization, another way in which schools are distinct is in the
kind of delivery they provide, even when the curricular content is virtually the same as
neighbourhood schools. See Figure 6.4

When principals were asked if their schools had a particular delivery method, (e.g.,
varied schedule, distance education), 23 or 16% said that they did. Of those, only two
had waiting lists     — one of 20 students, the other at 480, a substantial number.  Unlike
program specialization, method of delivery likely includes the entire school. Principals
were also asked if their schools had specializations that they considered unique and not
addressed by the prior questions. See Figure 6.5.

31 Confidence levels are plus or minus 8%.

Fig. 6.3   Special Programs within the School
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A total of 9 or 15% gave a number of examples such as community, francophone, intensive
English-as-a-Second Language, academic, leadership, X-block, cook training, and video
conference courses. See Table C.1 in Appendix C for further examples. Wait lists for
those 11 schools ranged from five to 50 with one at 400. See Figure C.2 in Appendix C.32

These results reveal that there were 129 schools and programs of choice in the sample
drawn from the 20 urban districts. A total of 31 of these reported that they had wait lists,
showing interest and support for them. Some of the wait list lengths approached or
exceeded the capacities of the schools themselves, a fact that may be interpreted as a
very strong signal of demand for the educational services they provide.

Under conditions of open enrollment, responsiveness to parents and students is very
much about maintaining or increasing the numbers of students that attend each school.
One way to be responsive is to create schools of choice. According to that argument, if
schools of choice address the needs of parents and students (that is, their needs as they
define them), then we would expect such schools to have enrollment increases rather
than decreases and greater cross-catchment gains than losses, assuming that there is
space in those schools. Is that what happens? Are schools with specializations (school-
wide, program, or particular delivery) attracting more students than schools who did
not declare specializations? Are their FTE enrollments increasing and are they growing
from the attraction of students from the catchments of other schools?

Schools with overall specializations were almost equally likely to report an increase (19/
40 or 48%) as a decrease (21/40 or 53%) in their enrollments, while nonspecialized
schools were less likely to report an increase (36/105 or 34%). See Table 6.2.

Schools with specialized programs showed enrollment increases (25/57 or 44%), while
schools without program specializations registered increases (30/88 or 34%). See Table 6.3.

And schools with particular delivery methods were likely to increase (14/23 or 60%),
32 Confidence levels are plus or minus 8%.

Fig. 6.5   Other School Specializations
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while schools without those methods mostly reported decreases (40/120 or 33%). See
Table 6.4

On two out of three indicators (one being neutral), schools with some kind of
specialization were associated with FTE enrollment increases between September 2002
and September 2003.

When cross-catchment gains and losses were tabulated against school specialization, the
results show that for schools that were specialized, 20/26 or 77% reported a net increase,
while somewhat fewer (49/82 or 60%) of schools without specialization reported that
they had gained in cross-catchment students. See Table 6.5.

When a similar question was asked about special programs, principals of schools with
special programs showed a net cross-catchment increase (24/45 or 53%), while principals
in schools without those programs reported a net increase (45/63 or 69%). This is a
contrary pattern. See Table 6.6.

Table 6.4  Enrollment Change (2002 — 2003) vs. Particular Delivery Methods

Direction of Enrollment Change
Increased Decreased Total Percentage

No 40 80 120 84Particular
Delivery Methods Yes 14 9 23 16

Total 54 89 143
Percentage 38 62 100

χ2 =  6.227 df = 1 p= 0.013

Table 6.2  Enrollment Change (2002 — 2003) vs. Overall School Specialization

Direction of Enrollment Change

Increased Decreased Total Percentage
No 36 69 105 72

Specialization
Yes 19 21 40 28

Total 55 90 145
Percentage 38 62 100

χ2 =  2.148 df = 1 p= 0.143

Table 6.3  Enrollment Change (2002 — 2003) vs. School Program Specialization

Direction of Enrollment Change

Increased Decreased Total Percentage
No 30 58 88 61

Specialization
Yes 25 32 57 39

Total 55 90 145
Percentage 38 62 100

χ2 = 1.402 df = 1 p= 0.236
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When asked about particular delivery methods, 9/13 or 69% of principals in specialized
schools reported net cross-catchment gains while their counterparts reported net gains
(60/95 or 63%). According to the significance level, this result could easily have been
produced by chance in the sampling. See Table 6.7.

In summary, two measures of responsiveness associated with student flows were checked
against three indicators of school specialization. In five out of six tabulations (the
exception being the attraction of students across catchments by schools with programs
of choice), schools with specializations (including programs of choice) fared better than
their counterparts with regard to both the retention and net inflows of students.

Table 6.5  Cross-Catchment Net Gains and Losses vs. Overall School Specialization

Level of Cross-Catchment Gain or Loss

Increased
No

Change Decreased Total Percentage
No 49 15 18 82 76Overall

Specialization Yes 20 2 4 26 24
Total 69 17 22 108

Percentage 64 16 20 100

χ2 = 2.738 df = 2 p= 0.254

Table 6.6  Cross-Catchment Net Gains and Losses vs. Program Specialization

Level of Cross-Catchment Gain or Loss

Increased
No

Change Decreased Total
Percenta

ge
No 45 7 11 63 58

Specialization
Yes 24 10 11 45 42

Total 69 17 22 108
Percentage 64 16 20 100

χ2 =  4.033 df = 2 p= 0.133

Table 6.7  Cross-Catchment Net Gains and Losses vs. Special Delivery Methods

Level of Cross-Catchment Gain or Loss

Increased
No

Change Decreased Total Percentage
No 60 16 19 95 88Particular

Delivery
Methods Yes 9 1 3 13 12

Total 69 17 22 108
Percentage 64 16 20 100

χ2 =  0.727 df = 2 p= 0.695
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SCHOOL COMMUNICATIONS WITH PROSPECTIVE
STUDENTS
The loss of students, either actual or prospective, is a concern to principals. One admitted
losing sleep and asking himself the question, “Am I doing something wrong?” Another
said, “We were on the losing end of the school choice, school transfer process…and I
want to know why.” Specialty programs such as the International Baccalaureate, aviation,
and broadcasting had attracted students away from his school. Others had seen their
students move to independent schools and viewed them as a threat. That information
comes from research undertaken in one of the sample districts during the span of this
study by Akune & McBurney (2003). They interviewed nine secondary principals
regarding the efforts their schools made to communicate with prospective students and
to enhance their schools to make them more attractive places to enroll. This section is
based partly on the results from the Akune and McBurney report.

A number of the respondents in the survey and documents also showed concern that
competition between schools would lead to detrimental effects on schools and students.
One report forecast, “Without proper management of the choice process, schools may
become competitive with each other and resources and efforts will be duplicated or
used ineffectively. Schools will become internally focused rather than globalizing their
view to include the community of schools in which they operate.” A respondent echoed
the same view more forcefully: “...parents need to read between the lines as this [Schools
of Choice] document implies cutthroat competition among schools—public school vs.
public school—not just public school vs. independent schools.” Some thought that
opportunities for quality education would be reduced for students who were not recruited
because they could affect test score results negatively. “If you look at achievement scores
and sports records, you’ll see one school dominates the other. There’s [should be?] no
competition!” This person apparently believed that some schools could not compete
effectively when judged by their performance measures.

A few principals in the Akune and McBurney study, particularly those with steady or
increasing enrollments, viewed marketing as an undesirable process. One saw it as
inconsistent with public education and taking time away from students. Another was not
interested in efforts to “steal from my colleagues.” They believed that marketing could
lead to the creation of hostility and back stabbing. “Staff would not be interested in
marketing per se because it is too closely associated with a business paradigm…the staff
then senses that it is not about the kids.” (Akune and McBurney, 2003). These sentiments
apparently dampen the willingness of some schools to communicate information about
their programs and other positive features to prospective students. One of the interviewees
in this study reflected that from a school board’s perspective, “Competition between
schools is of no benefit to the board; it makes no sense.” Why would school boards
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encourage competition when it would pit school against school? This board level viewpoint
is analogous to seeing schools as siblings who ought to cooperate rather than compete.
Not all respondents concurred with this view, however.

A minority of interviewees in our study argued that some competition between schools
was beneficial. One district encouraged “friendly competition”. This was qualified as
“not to be confused with the creation of a highly competitive model that deters a sense
of community, but simply to give parents choices within their community’s public school
system.” Others in this group said that competition between public schools was necessary
if they were to attract students from independent schools. If public schools refuse to
compete, their market share may decrease. There were principals who favoured
communications; some were highly committed to marketing their schools. One said, “It
would be suicidal not to increase your [communication] efforts.” Another stated, “My
interest in marketing is high. I am naturally competitive and loyal to my school.” Others
reported a nucleus of teachers who were willing to recruit students, particularly ones
who taught elective courses being hit by reduced student numbers. One was warming up
to student recruitment, saying that for next year, his goal was “to have a surplus in the
student transfer business.” (Akune and McBurney, 2003). So what do schools do to attract
students and demonstrate that they have the services that parents and students want?

A number of interviewees considered actions to attract students to be more the role of
the districts than the schools. In some cases, district programs were advertised in
community newspapers. In others, active marketing was confined to their international
student programs. Schools were seen to attract students by reputation in a passive manner,
as illustrated by one interviewee: “[School A] tends to attract the top band students.
[School A] does not want to become a fine arts school...; they want to maintain their
general status. But in the community it is known as a band school. There is no advertising
or marketing that denotes the school as having a strong band program; that perception/
reputation is left to word-of-mouth.” Rarely were communications discouraged except
when schools were asked to restrict their promotions to January, or to have only one
night to highlight their programs. Principals in the Akune & McBurney study reported
an unwritten agreement that they would not recruit students outside of their schools’
catchment areas. That agreement did not stop them from actively reaching out to
prospective students in their feeder schools within their own secondary school boundaries,
however.

Some principals in the Akune & McBurney study helped to initiate changes within their
schools to make them more attractive. One shared courses and programs with a proximate
school. Another began a student-mentoring program. A third investigated sports programs
and a fourth explored variations in the school calendar. These modifications to the
curriculum and delivery are stronger indicators of responsiveness than just outwards
communication. The data presented by Akune & McBurney (2003) suggest that loss of
students, whether from declining enrollment generally or to other schools, influences
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secondary principals to consider the need to communicate with their prospective students
and to make changes in their schools to make them more attractive. Not all are happy
with the incentive to market their schools, expressing concern about negative effects on
students and collegial relations. However, a few actively engaged in marketing even when
they were restricted geographically.

The next chapter provides a compilation of what has been learned in light of the context
of school choice in general (and open enrollment in particular) in British Columbia,
the background literature on school choice, and the results gleaned from the data on
proposals for new schools, the influences on choice, and some of its effects on schools
and districts.
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7
Synthesis

The broad findings of the study are briefly summarized in the opening pages of this final
chapter, followed by reflections on their meaning and a number of recommendations to
education players based on what has been learned to date about school choice under
open enrollment in BC.

RETROSPECT
What we have discovered concerning the legislation and its context, the application
processes and numbers for new schools of choice, the influences upon choice, and its
effects is reprised below.

The Legislation and its Purpose

The province has enacted legislation, now incorporated into the School Act, that makes
school catchments and district boundaries permeable to students; they have the right to
attend any public school as long as space is available. This form of open enrollment,
unlike the provision of school choice in some other jurisdictions, gives students who live
within a catchment area first priority to attend their designated school. While the policy
moves away from the uniformity of the neighbourhood school model, it is a mixed
interpretation of school choice, providing freedom of student flow but not requiring
schools to actively compete with each other as would be the case with the institution of
charter schools.

B.C.’s open enrollment legislation came about because of dissatisfaction with the rigidities
of public education and the desire to make it more responsive to the needs of parents
and students. Parents are encouraged to choose schools for their children and to apply
to school trustees to establish new ones. The Ministry believes that open enrollment will
probably result in greater flexibility of programming, innovation, and competition for
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students, but these effects are subsidiary to the public school system’s attainment of
greater responsiveness to parents and students who are considered to be the customers
of education.

The open enrollment policy is consistent with a package of recent school reforms in the
province. They include funding that follows individual students, evaluation based on
outcomes (particularly student achievement), new graduation requirements, public-
private partnerships, new e-learning opportunities, variability of class sizes, and monitoring
via a host of quantitative indicators. Student achievement is stated as the highest Ministry
priority, but school choice on its own is not believed to ensure increases in measures of
learning.

New Schools of Choice

The survey of school principals combined with the recollections of interviewees revealed
that 74 applications for new schools of choice were received by school boards within the
20 districts during the period 1999-2004. That is less than one per year on average; some
districts had none reported. Among them, traditional schools, French immersion schools,
sports programs, and fine arts schools were most frequently mentioned. The inspiration
for most new schools of choice came predominantly from parents, although they often
had the assistance of educators. Most proposals for new schools of choice were approved
(74%). The rate of applications for new schools and programs of choice appears to be
growing; 19% of proposals received in the past five years were accepted during the first
six months of 2004.

School boards generally have policies guiding applications to establish new schools and
programs. Most specify what is required in the form of a proposal; some indicate the
procedure to be followed. Parents are not always given the necessary support for the
compilation of the proposal or provided the knowledge of how district processes work.
They also find that the implementation of their proposals can be problematic when the
collective agreement does not allow for teachers to be matched with the specialization
of the school.

Different philosophies become evident when proposals for new schools of choice are
put forward. Some trustees and educators adhere to a neighbourhood schools position.
They believe strongly that education should be provided uniformly and that almost all
students should attend their local school. According to the interviews, documents, and
survey, many consider the parental demand for school choice and the new legislation to
be irrelevant. Others are apprehensive about the effects of school choice, believing it
will be socially divisive and detrimental to some children. A minority of educators and
board members hold to a “customer-oriented” provision of education. They believe that
public education will be strengthened with school choice and are critical of what they
consider to be its present state of monopoly and uniformity.
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The reality of enrollment trends is another element of the context for school choice.
The decline in pupil numbers evident in some districts in the sample was accompanied
by a reduction in revenues because of the per-pupil funding formula. Declining
enrollment can reduce the amount of choice available or provide empty classrooms in
which to house new specialized programs, often proposed to save schools from demise.
Some enrollment loss is also due to competition from independent schools. Boards either
have a concern about their market share and believe that school choice will enable their
districts to retain students or they do not consider competition with independent schools
to be a priority.

Across the spectrum of the 20 districts, there were clear differences in what may be called
the ‘choice climate’. A small group of districts received applications for new schools of
choice frequently, had a considerable number already, espoused a choice philosophy, had
support for choice among their key groups, and were concerned about their market share.
Another small group of districts had no coherent philosophy regarding choice, were
generally divided in their views on it, and had a modest number of proposals relative to
their total number of schools. A third group, the largest, had some schools of choice and
a few applications but held strongly to a neighbourhood school philosophy. They tended
to have groups who were critical of choice, were highly committed to neighbourhood
schools, and showed no concern about enrollment losses to independent schools.

Transfers, School Specializations, and Communications

District transfer policies dictate how students may select public schools, thus affecting
student flow between schools. While district policies appear to fit within the parameters
specified in the legislation, a few appear to be restrictive, i.e., having a short transfer
window or other stipulations that curtail the free movement. Although school catchments
are made permeable by the policies, students who seek other schools can find their
preferred schools are full, either with catchment students or previous transfers.

One indicator of school choice is the extent to which students transfer from their local
school to another. As only two of the 20 districts were able to provide aggregated data
showing student transfer rates, a comparison of the extent of movement was not possible.
However, the two districts for which data were available varied widely, from 11% to 35%.
When students did transfer, the data from this study showed that they frequently chose
schools with specializations.

There are many kinds of school-wide specializations available to parents throughout the
20 districts. Just over a quarter of the sample of principals reported that their schools
were specialized by content. Although many had no wait lists and some reported modest
numbers, four had wait lists between 200 and 800, clear signals of parental and student
interest. Program specializations within schools are more common, but had fewer waiting
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lists. Specializations by particular kinds of delivery were also evident but were reported
to have fewer waiting lists.

The presence of school and program specializations suggests that schools would reach
out actively to their prospective parents and students. Despite that possibility, principals
are divided regarding the need to communicate. Some worry that increased
communication will provoke competition among schools with the result that weaker
students will lose out. They objected to having to “steal” students from the schools in
which their colleagues were principals and they saw their boards as discouraging inter-
school competition for students. A minority of principals thought that increased
communications to prospective students was prudent in order to retain their enrollments
and that “healthy competition” was beneficial to their schools, engineering loyalty and
pride. They tended to support school choice and believed that it would benefit public
education in their districts. Some ensured that their schools actively communicated with
their publics and a few made program changes to attract students.

☞ SUMMARY
Overall, the prospects for public school choice under the open enrollment legislation in
British Columbia appear uncertain. On the one hand, many public schools report that
they have specializations of some kind and most principals see their districts as favouring
choice. A few districts and educators are early adopters of choice. Parents take an active
part in advancing new schools and programs of choice; the annual rate of proposals to
school boards is increasing. School closures sometimes provide opportunities for new
schools of choice. On the other hand, declining enrollments can erase opportunities for
choice. Some districts receive few applications for new schools of choice. A significant
proportion of B.C.’s urban districts is slow to support new schools of choice. Some parents
complain of lack of assistance when they put forward proposals. Considerable numbers
of educators believe in the value of the neighbourhood school for all students and few
initiate applications for schools of choice. Public school marketing is downplayed.

As shown by the literature and findings of this study, school choice is a complicated
phenomenon. Having acknowledged this complexity and the tentative nature of social
science research findings, what can be said about the effects of B.C.’s open enrollment
policy? Did it attain its intended outcome? The legislation appears to have had a modest
effect on school choice in the province. There has not been a substantial increase in
educational responsiveness in the short term. The policy is limited and just one of many
influences on school choice in British Columbia.
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REFLECTIONS
This study provided the opportunity to contemplate school choice in the province by
considering the way in which the legislation may have stimulated an interest in school
choice, the manner in which it fosters choice, and the societal values that school choice
supports.

Interest in Choice

Maybe the most remarkable thing about the choice legislation in B.C. is that it doesn’t
require parents to choose at all. Students can simply attend their neighbourhood school
without making a deliberate decision. That strategy has one major payoff: there are no
“orphaned” students, an unfortunate outcome documented in New Zealand schools
prior to corrective amendments in the legislation (Fiske and Ladd, 2000). It also means
that neighbourhood schools remain a default provision for those who do not wish to
choose or who select them because they are satisfied with the services they provide.
There is no way to distinguish between deliberate selection and subscription by default
except by probing the method of decision making on the part of families.

The new permeability of formerly rigid catchment boundaries sends a signal to parents
and students that they may travel at their own expense to a school outside their
neighbourhood. According to the interviewees in this study, parental interest in choice
is strong in all districts. Some, being what Merriam (2001) calls the active, choosing
minority, seize the opportunity and by doing so set the precedents and make choosing
schools a more apparent option for the majority. It is probable that transportation grants
to students would reduce the cost barrier for additional deliberate choosers, but data
from the present study reveal no consideration of this possibility.

The feature safeguarding parents and students who do not wish to choose schools is
simultaneously a virtue and a defect of the mixed model. Even in a strong choice climate,
the neighbourhood school can probably continue to rely on at least 50% of the students
in its catchment to attend, as shown by Edmonton Public Schools and one of the 20
urban districts in this study. Neighbourhood schools can depend on those students and
do not need to make themselves distinct from other schools (by specialization or
performance) in order to seek students as deliberately as they would in a freer educational
marketplace. As concluded in a recent report on educational choice in Canada, “A policy
of open boundaries [original emphasis] is first and foremost about the choice where to
attend school, but it is not necessary to the provision of program choice. That is, open
boundaries operate as an enabling, but not necessary, condition in the provision of
educational choice [within public school districts]. Even if choice is legislated, it may
not be promoted by, or easily accessed, within a school jurisdiction.”33 Consequently, the
33 Bardy et al. 2003:2-3
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34 See, for example, Peel District School Board, Edmonton Public, Prince George School District.

incentive for districts to provide more choices for parents and students is less than what
it could be. Evidence of wait lists in this report suggests that parental interest in some
schools may be well ahead of their districts’ provision of them.

Provision of Choice

Open enrollment in which parents and students actively choose schools is new to most
educators and board members. They are accustomed to providing educational services
with insufficient funds, overly high workloads, and under many regulations and
constraints, but they usually assume that children will attend schools within their
catchments in relatively predictable ways. Districts in this study may be grouped regarding
their adoption of school choice as a major feature of their organizational life. The first
group embraced and enacted choice (along with open enrollment) prior to the
legislation, believing that their long-term well-being depends on it; the second group
willingly adapted to the legislation and were open to proposals for new schools of choice
but showed no special initiative; the third group adjusted to the legislation but had
modest participation in choice within their jurisdictions, rejecting some parental initiatives
and insisting on the primacy of their neighbourhood school model of delivery.

The reservations expressed may account for the modest number of school choice
proposals reported over five years: 74 in 20 urban districts. The average was 0.74 per
district per year, although the rate appears to be increasing. Another explanation may
be the two sets of challenges faced by new school proposers as found in our study. The
first obstacle is the need to confer extensively with other parents, hold information
meetings, develop an educationally sound proposal, demonstrate sufficient interest in
terms of enrollment, and cover all expenses required to do so. The second substantial
challenge consists of the impediments associated with accessing district data, addressing
the displacement of local students, considering district staff’s concerns, addressing
financial implications, gaining support from school staff and district administrators,
anticipating effects on other schools’ programs, facing philosophical objections,
navigating the collective agreement’s constraints, and garnering support among board
members. It is likely that more proposals would be brought forward if the second set of
considerations, those relating to the school district context, could be facilitated at the
district level. This is done in a number of districts, where designated senior staff or
committees work with initiators to develop a viable proposal.34 Their knowledge of the
district, the precise requirements to be addressed in a proposal, the procedure required
to place the proposal before the school board in a timely manner, and their access to
important sources of information such as research on similar programs and data gleaned
from district records provides invaluable support to teams developing proposals.
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Another avenue to increase the amount of public school choice is through charter schools.
That policy would require separate legislation, funding arrangements, and an agency to
approve and monitor these alternative public schools as self-managed organizations
entirely independent of school boards. The option of establishing a charter school based
on a renewable performance contract called a charter would give innovative proposals
rejected by school boards a second chance.35 Charter schools would be a policy option
for British Columbia should the current open enrollment policy be considered to have
failed in achieving its objective.

Since open enrollment has achieved only a modest measure of success to date, it may be
worthwhile to consider an extension—enabling parents to apply to establish a school of choice
operated by a school board outside the district in which they live. Where districts are closely
clustered geographically, this would be feasible. Some students travel daily to schools
outside their local districts and crossing district boundaries is already the norm for e-
learning and francophone students. The Bowen Island Home Learners’ Program
operating under the jurisdiction of the New Westminster School Board is an example
found in the present study. It is likely that the rate of adoption of new schools of choice
would be enhanced if applications could be submitted to any district rather than being
restricted to the one within which prospective parents and students reside. The possibility
that all boards could operate schools anywhere in the province would encourage boards
to be more responsive to parents and students requesting new kinds of services and
programs. Proponents of educationally sound proposals would still have to address the
host district’s considerations, but the presence of this opportunity to apply to a receptive
district would reduce an important entry barrier to school choice.36

Choice and Public Schools

Discussions about school choice are lively ones. That is because they connect to people’s
values, particularly what they view as the purposes of education. Returning to Manzer’s
(2003) framework of societal values, one of the goals of public education is to provide
access to quality schooling for all children in the province. That equalizing feature, along
with the standard curriculum, provides a degree of unity and uniformity that egalitarians
support strongly. It also suggests that educational policy makers need to be mindful of
any negative effects of changes as warned by some of the interviewees in this study. The
advent of widespread school choice, however, introduces the aims associated with the
other two axes of the framework: communitarian and libertarian. Community is either
continued or built by ensuring that families become more closely connected to public
schools that are adapted to their aims and purposes, no longer being seen as strictly
state-based institutions. Parents, in particular, tend to favour schools that are not just

35 For descriptions of Alberta’s charter schools see Bosetti et al. (2000); Nikiforuk (2004) and da Costa and
Peters (2002).

36 Bardy et al. 2003:2-3
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secure but also in step with their basic beliefs and values. The libertarian aim of
achievement to one’s potential is also evident in the provision of school choice and is
one to which most people subscribe. The high frequency of traditional and French
immersion school proposals may be evidence of this preference. Choice does not promise
increased achievement, but it does provide opportunities for students and their parents
to seek out the kinds of individual learning best suited to their aspirations. That thought
leads to the potential for schools of choice to serve disadvantaged and underachieving
groups when experimental programs are established for them. Educators and parents
can then determine what works and what does not. If this description is accurate for B.C.
and Manzer’s depiction of the major policy options is applicable to the province, then
school choice brings each part of the framework, and thus the spectrum of values guiding
public policy in education, into a greater balance than in the past. Perhaps choice can
be made to serve students so that they can all benefit from enhanced equity, community,
and liberty.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The primary aim of the open enrollment legislation in British Columbia is to increase
public school responsiveness to the educational needs of parents and students as expressed
by them. If school choice is considered to be a good idea and the groups and organizations
in provincial education wish to strengthen it, then the following list of recommendations
may be of value to them. Each suggestion is based upon the findings of this inquiry.

Ministry of Education

Maintain and strengthen the current open enrollment policy. The policy has certainly
enabled school choice; it should not be abandoned. Although some districts practiced
open enrollment prior to the legislation, others discouraged the movement of students.
The ability to move is a necessary condition for school choice but not sufficient to ensure
its availability which would be enhanced by the remaining recommendations.

Require school districts to make public the rates of student transfers between their
schools. Districts have the data that tells them how many students are staying and how
many are leaving their catchment area schools. When aggregated by school and by district,
the patterns contained in such information would be useful to the Ministry, districts,
schools, and to parents, encouraging them to probe the reasons for the observed patterns
and take appropriate actions.

Include school choice objectives within district contracts. When district contracts are
discussed, the Ministry has the opportunity to work with districts with regard to measurable
annual targets that would permit an assessment of school choice that is made available
and the extent to which students transfer between schools.
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Monitor and review the open enrollment policy. If the policy were to be reviewed after
five years, it would be possible to judge its effectiveness more readily than in this study
that took place early in its implementation.

School Boards and District Staff

Appoint a facilitator to aid applicants for new schools of choice. A number of persons in
this study expressed the concern that parents, despite their enthusiasm, organization,
and ability to write well, lacked adequate information and support required to put viable
proposals for new schools before their school boards. Such assistance would encourage
more parents and educators both to put forward proposals for schools and programs of
choice and, when approved, facilitate their implementation.

Have policies on the application and procedures for establishing new schools of choice.
Districts vary in the extent to which they have policies to guide groups who put forward
applications. They also have somewhat differing procedures, written or unwritten. In
order to reduce the uncertainties associated with the efforts made to put forward
applications, such policies should be clearly formulated and readily available. They should
contain expectations for proposals, sample proposals, and appropriate administrative
processes including timelines.

Ensure that teacher contracts are flexible regarding schools of choice. Collective
agreements can interfere with either the establishment of new schools of choice or their
implementation because new schools or programs invariably involve staffing changes.
As with French immersion and Aboriginal programs, the appointment of teachers and
principals with appropriate expertise is important. Incoming teachers need to be well
matched to the requirements of a school of choice. Existing staff require the opportunity
for another suitable assignment if they wish so that the converted school may be successful.

Present a guide to schools on your district website. Parents and students, especially those
who are new to communities, have limited means of acquiring information regarding
schools. District websites offer links to their schools’ websites but they seldom provide
any background on their schools so that parents can compare them. A matrix of schools
with grade level, location, size, main specializations, performance measures, and other
distinctive features would give basic information that parents could use to explore their
options.

Ensure that students can transfer easily between schools in your district. Some districts
allow several weeks for students to apply to transfer from their neighbourhood school to
another one in their district. Others are more restrictive, down to five business days. If
students are to make the most informed choices, then they should have the opportunity
to collect information and complete their transfer applications over weeks, not days.
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Encourage healthy competition among your district schools. If schools were free to reach
out to prospective students and their parents, they could present their strengths to them.
If they were not restricted by the times they communicated, the target audience, and the
means used, they could represent themselves better and compete more successfully with
independent schools. They may also be more inclined to innovate and discover unmet
student needs.

Monitor and rectify any undesirable effects of school choice. Despite the many positive
outcomes of school choice, its critics warn that it can increase educational disparities
among students of different backgrounds. If that begins to occur, districts should consider
interventions in schools with disadvantaged students that will increase their attractiveness
to other parents and students. The institution of innovative programs and the placement
of entrepreneurial principals are two ways that schools may regain their responsiveness.
Another is to focus on closing the achievement gap faced by some groups of children,
thus helping to ensure that open enrollment serves all students.

Schools

Engage with parents regarding new proposals for programs and schools of choice. Parents
are clearly a major source of ideas and resources for new schools and new programs.
Their energy and enthusiasm can be remarkable. If schools work with parents, they will
gain support for proposals and increase their chances of school board approval of them,
thus strengthening the educational experiences that they can make available to students.

Propose innovations that have the potential to increase learning opportunities and student
achievement. Although parents are the main proponents of new schools and programs
of choice, principals and teachers have extensive knowledge and skills that can be used
to advance innovative proposals to attract student interest or address areas of under-
performance. Imaginative educators are encouraged to work with parents when they
put forward new curricular and instructional designs for learning.

Learn about school choice, particularly as it is experienced in B.C. Many educators are
grappling with the concepts associated with school choice as they try to anticipate its
implications. There is now a fairly extensive literature on the topic and a growing number
of studies of school choice. As professionals, it behooves teachers and administrators to
become conversant with the intellectual perspectives associated with school choice and
its practical implications for their schools. For example, they can explore the ethics and
entrepreneurship that are part of the new freedoms and obligations that accompany
school choice.

Communicate actively to prospective parents and students. The era of school choice
means that schools will need to reach out to parents and students, especially ones at the
school transition years, who are making their choices regarding what schools to attend.
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School enrollments and programs offered will depend partly on the numbers students
they attract; they can no longer rely on the automatic flow of kids from the
neighbourhood. Along with the communication of school strengths, schools can adapt
their programs and seek new learning opportunities to attract students.

Parents

Become acquainted with the choice options and the transfer rules in your district. The
numbers of schools and programs of choice mean that parents and children in B.C.
today have a growing set of alternatives from which to choose. Along with fine arts,
traditional, and French immersion (to mention a few elementary school specializations),
there is an array of programs at the middle and secondary levels which are becoming
more differentiated. Parents and students are encouraged to seek out the differences
among these, determining what ones fit their needs. As long as students and parents are
aware of the rules and deadlines associated with transfers, their chances of finding the
most suitable sites and learning experiences are increasing as a consequence of greater
responsiveness in the province’s public schools.

Be prepared to submit proposals for new schools and programs of choice. Parents are a
major driving force for change in education, as shown by their willingness to sponsor
plans for new kinds of schools and programs in their districts. Those whose proposals
have been approved by school boards have gained the considerable satisfaction of
achieving important educational opportunities for their own children and for others in
later generations. Parents are encouraged to do the required research, seek the necessary
assistance, navigate the obstacles, and put in the hours required to bring credible plans
forward to districts. See Barr and Parrett (1997) for an array of different kinds of schools
that can be put forward.

Consider potential school closures as opportunities to establish schools of choice. Schools
that have served neighbourhoods for many years have special places in the hearts of
people associated with them. Unfortunately, boards cannot afford to keep all schools
with low enrollments open. When a school is threatened with closure, it may be possible
to avert its oblivion and benefit the district as whole by converting it to a school of choice
offering new services and thereby attracting new students.

Educational Researchers

Undertake future inquiries on open enrollment in B.C. This study has addressed many
features of open enrollment that will be more certain as its effects become apparent
over time. Five years from now, will the numbers of applications for new schools and
programs of choice increase? Will districts that are late adopters today exhibit more
schools of choice and a more positive choice climate? Will more educators bring forward
good ideas for new schools of choice? Will more students and parents take advantage of
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their opportunities to attend different kinds of schools and programs? For what reasons
are they selecting out of catchment schools? Will public school specializations and
communications become more prominent? If so, what kinds of specializations will
emerge? Will student achievement and other outcomes improve in schools of choice?
These and related topics will make worthy inquiries to inform educators and policy makers
who seek to improve public education in the province of British Columbia.
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Appendix A:
Research Methods

The methodology used in this study was an amalgam of devices known as mixed methods
(Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998) that are designed to give different ways to locate and
collect data. Interviews, documents, websites, and a survey were all used to strengthen
the study’s internal and external validity in a complex setting (Haller and Klein, 2001).
The research drew upon the general advice offered for social research by Babbie and
Benaquisto (2002) and for educational research by Schumacher and McMillan, (1993).
It attempted to capture a picture of school choice under open enrollment in British
Columbia not long after the new legislation was introduced.

RESEARCH TEAM
The principal investigator is a professor whose research program has encompassed school
choice and related subjects for 20 years. He has studied and written articles or books
about school-based management, school volunteers in elementary schools, and
entrepreneurship in secondary schools. Recently, he undertook research on three schools
of choice in the Fraser Valley and a public-private partnership for school construction.
His students have undertaken a number of small studies on school choice in Greater
Vancouver taken from the points of view of parents (Chernoff, et al, 2003; Chisholm, et
al., 2003; Laumann & Scott, 2004; Noot, et al., 2003). See Brown (2004) for a composite
report on the role of parents as they choose schools in B.C. He assembled a research
team consisting of two former superintendents and four experienced public school
teachers who were then graduate students at U.B.C. The superintendents have extensive
records of service in school districts in B.C. and a substantial knowledge of the trends
affecting public education. Both have taught at the graduate level. The students were all
experienced teachers undertaking their masters degrees in Educational Administration
and Leadership. Three produced graduate papers that are closely related to this study
(Akune & McBurney, 2003; Kushniryk, 2004; Sloan, 2004).
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Team members met monthly for the first year of the project. After that, individual
members met with the Principal Investigator on an “as needed” basis. Students were
given guidance on research methods. The team members participated in the planning
of the study, interviewed subjects in districts, gathered documentation, assembled data,
and provided interpretations. They offered substantial reactions to the interview questions
and survey questions. After the data were compiled, they undertook analyses and syntheses
of the findings. The principal investigator wrote the report and he is responsible for any
errors or omissions that it may contain. For further information, see the
Acknowledgements section at the front of this report.

INITIAL SAMPLE
Along with the Ministry of Education, 20 urban and suburban school districts were chosen
as the settings in which to investigate the adoptions of new schools and the student
movements associated with school choice. Ranging in size from 5,000 to 60,000 students,
they are the districts that have schools in a high geographic concentration and therefore
provide the greatest opportunity for students to move across both school and district
boundaries. The remaining 40 districts in the province may be called “rural” and
sometimes have fewer than 1,000 students. This kind of sampling is referred to as
“multistage” because it requires further sampling within units (Fowler, 1993). Specifically,
districts selected were from the Interior— Prince George, Central Okanagan (Kelowna),
Kamloops/Thompson; Vancouver Island—Victoria, Saanich, Cowichan Valley, Nanaimo-
Ladysmith; the Lower Mainland—Vancouver, Richmond, Surrey, Delta, Coquitlam, New
Westminster, Burnaby, North Vancouver and West Vancouver; and the Fraser Valley—
Langley, Abbotsford, Chilliwack, and Maple Ridge-Pitt-Meadows.

GENERAL NARRATIVE
Overall planning for the study was undertaken during the fall, 2002. It involved a review
of the proposal, establishment of the research design, generation of the sampling method,
drafting and revision of the interview questions, and specification of the kinds of
documents to be requested. After U.B.C. provided its ethics clearance to proceed,
interviews, particularly at the Ministry and district levels, offered insights as to how school
choice was understood in the province and what the initial reactions were. Some
quantitative data, rather restricted in its availability, were also gathered. An array of
documentation—from legislation, directives, to district guidelines in websites—was
compiled throughout the winter and early spring of 2003. An initial analysis and syntheses
of these data were presented in a paper at the annual conference of the Canadian Society
for Studies in Education in June, 2003. The aggregate of the data provided a foundation
in the latter stages of the research for further interviews and for a broadly based survey
of school administrators with first-hand experience of school choice.
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During the fall of 2003 and winter of 2004, the second round of interviews was conducted
with Ministry and district personnel for a total of 53. Simultaneously, the survey of
principals of schools was planned and U.B.C. issued its clearance to proceed with the
questionnaire as an amendment to the research procedure. The survey was carried out
in the spring of 2004. Subsequently, the final analyses and syntheses of data were
undertaken and a draft of the report was written. A panel of three academic experts was
asked to review the draft report (see Acknowledgements). After revisions were completed,
the final version was submitted for publication in July, 2004.

INTERVIEWS
The sample of 53 interview subjects comprised senior persons who work in the Ministry
of Education in Victoria, school board members, leading parents, and administrators,
selected purposefully based on their knowledge and involvement with procedures and
policies concerning school choice. The Ministry personnel were persons whose roles
were in some way associated with school choice in the province. Board members and
parents who had served on parent councils were chosen because of their interest and lay
perspectives; the administrators were district level people who were either charged with
the development and implementation of school choice policies or who were immersed
in the discussions about choice. Most were chosen on the basis of a team member’s
knowledge about them and their roles. A few were recommended by interviewees
themselves. Some principals were interviewed regarding their particular schools of choice.
Many of the interviews were conducted during the first year of the study (33); a smaller
group undertaken during the second year (20). See Figure A.1. for the breakdown by
roles.

Interviews were conducted using the guidelines provided by Seidman (1991). They were
semi-structured. The stem of the question was asked first, allowing the subject to volunteer
information. When some topics were not mentioned, the prompts were used to check
the relevance of them. Here are the interview questions with their associated prompts:

Figure A.1  Interviewees by Educational Role
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Questions for Ministry Personnel with Prompts

1. Where can statements of the policy be found? (legislation, regulations, press releases,
memoranda)

2. What are the key elements of the policy? (open enrollment, incentives, parental role)
3. Please describe the design of the execution of the policy (how carried out, resources,

expected directions)
4. What are the main intentions of the provincial policy? (responsiveness, innovation,

efficiency, competition, entrepreneurship)
5. What are some criteria of evaluation for the school choice policy? (numbers of cross-

boundary students, student performance, satisfaction levels)
6. What provincial data sources relate to the policy? (district reports to Ministry, databases)
7. What is the provincial history of policy on parental choice (events and dates, when

adopted)

Questions for District Personnel and Others with Prompts

1. What has been the history of parental and student choice in your district? (events and
dates, policies)

2. Describe the very recent applications for new schools and programs. (dispositions,
status)

3. What factors have influenced school choice in your district? (geography, demography,
finances, enrollment, school board, administrators, teachers, teacher union, contract,
parents, independent schools)

4. What district documents are available that address school choice? (district goals, board
minutes, school choice policies, procedure for adoption of new schools and programs,
reports to Ministry, lists of choice options, registration system operation)

5. What quantitative data are available? (enrollment reports, numbers of cross-boundary
students, student performance, parental satisfaction, waiting lists)

6. What have been your district and school responses to parental choice and the province’s
choice  policy? (marketing, competition, entrepreneurship, resistance)

7. What are some future implications for parental choice in your district?

Interviewers varied the questions in accordance with the interests and background of
their subjects. That flexibility allowed the conversation to reflect local developments
and provide new leads that the research team had not yet considered. Questions asked
in the second year tended to be more focused on filling in gaps in the data not yet
gathered for particular districts. The variability provided the study with a richer data set
but it also reduced the comparability of data provided across the spectrum of interviewees.
Quantity and quality of data also varied because of the differences in reception that
interviewees received. Some respondents were enthusiastic about the discussion and
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volunteered extensive information and documents pertinent to the study; others were
polite but reserved, answering questions but not providing as much background on the
details of district operations, applications of schools of choice, or their own experiences.
None had difficulty in understanding the questions and all were able to articulate their
responses readily, outcomes that may be interpreted that they share the meaning and
terminology of school choice with their interviewers.

The interview data were first synthesized into broad themes using a matrix of answers to
the questions in accordance with Miles and Huberman (1994). That synthesis was
reexamined with the second round of interviews when the themes were tested and
strengthened. Interview data were then reconstituted at the district level so that
interdistrict comparisons could be made.

DOCUMENTS COLLECTED AND WEBSITES VISITED
The Ministry of Education website and its personnel provided many valuable documents
or their references for this study. They included the legislation itself, the mandate for
education, frequently asked questions about school choice, the Deputy Minister’s writings,
newspaper articles, Minister’s speeches, and the annual Public, Independent, and
Offshore Schools Book containing key quantitative information on each school in the
province.

The team examined four kinds of documents from the 20 districts under study but often,
the requested documents were not available. A few districts had either ‘choice background
papers’ intended as the bass of discussion and or reports from committees that had
deliberated school choice. Most districts had written policies that addressed the
applications for new schools and new programs. Some appended the procedure to be
followed when applying to have a new school established. The majority of districts also
had written student transfer policies specifying the details of transfer requirements, the
deadlines, and provision for late transfer requests. Only three districts provided transfer
data that delineated the numbers of students that moved from one catchment to another.
Two were in aggregated form.

District websites were checked for their references to school choice and their provision
of links to school websites. The school sites were accessed in a few cases to gain impressions
of how schools presented themselves to the public in that medium.
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SURVEY OF PRINCIPALS
The principal survey was included in this study to provide an important perspective on
the activities associated with school choice in greater numbers than the interviewees.
Principals also had ready access to key school-based information—numerical data on
cross-catchment movements, wait lists, and a record of the use of techniques to
communicate to their prospective students. During the fall of 2003 and winter 2004, the
survey was developed using Gray and Guppy (2003) as a guide. The questionnaire was
designed to retrieve the maximum amount of useful information with the minimum
compliance costs on the part of principals. That criterion required as brief an instrument
as possible with highest ease of reply because principals have extensive demands on
their time. Further, they had no special incentive to participate in the survey apart from
their spirit of generosity and knowledge that they were making a contribution to public
discourse on an important educational policy. Questions were compressed with the aim
that a principal could respond to the instrument in 10 minutes unless he or she wished
to elaborate. Many were yes/no responses; some required numerical answers. The first
part pertained to the principal’s own school; the second to the district and school choice.
After the team reviewed and revised five drafts, the final adjustments were made to the
survey instrument.

The Principal Investigator then approached the B.C. Principals and Vice-Principals
Association (BCPVPA) for its endorsement of the survey in order to engender interest in
the final report among principals and increase the likelihood of their response. The
BCPVPA agreed to co-sponsor the survey and affix its logo and the name of its Executive
Director to the covering letter. See Appendix B.

The Applied Research and Evaluation Services (ARES), an independent agency located
within the Faculty of Education at UBC, was hired to adapt the survey instrument to an
electronic form, send out the survey, and carry out an analysis of the quantitative data. A
web-based electronic version was selected over one with an e-mail message with an
attachment or a paper-based method in order to enable principals to respond as easily as
possible and to facilitate the transfer of returned data into a matrix of findings arranged
by school. After some revisions to the format of the questionnaire, it was sent out on May
4, 2004. The BCPVPA sent a reminder to its members in its weekly electronic newsletter
on May 7, and ARES sent a reminder to all schools on May 10. The survey website was
shut down on midnight of May 12. See Appendix B for the survey.

The population base for the survey consisted of principals in the public schools listed in
the Public, Independent, and Offshore School Book, published by the Province of British
Columbia for the 2003-2004 school year. Schools that were outside the purview of this
study were subtracted: alternate, continuing education, distance education, electronic
program, independent, offshore, PRP, and youth containment. Their total of 555 reduced
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the sample to 1,507 “standard” schools. Unfortunately, e-mail addresses were missing for
326 or 21.6% of these, which brought the accessible sample down to 1181. The survey
was directed to the 1181 schools but was further divided into the 20 urban districts under
study that formed the main population of 642 schools. The remaining districts formed
the subsidiary population of 539. Results from its sample will be included in a subsequent
analysis, although an initial examination of the data revealed similar patterns and trends.

The survey sample consisted of the respondents from the population within the 20 urban
districts. Respondents totaled 146, which is 22.7% of the population of 642. Were they
representative? There were two checks. One was the extent to which the sample
corresponded to its population with regard to school level (elementary or secondary)
because it may be expected that elementary schools would be affected by school choice
differently from secondary ones. A count of 114 elementary principals participated out
of a possible 496, or 23.0%. For secondary schools, a total of 32 or 21.9% of the principals
out of a possible 146 took part so it appears that the main sample is representative of its
school levels. A second check was made for school size. Smaller schools would likely
respond differently to choice than larger ones. When sample schools were grouped
according to smaller, midsize, and larger clusters according to their 2003 FTE enrollments
in three equal divisions, the same demarcations were applied to the nonrespondent
categories. Close representation implies the expectation that there be a 1/3-1/3-1/3
distribution among the nonrespondents (0-263, 265.5-393, over 393 pupils). The actual
distribution was 172/134/190, with the expected number 496/3 or 165.3. This outcome
suggests that smaller schools in the main sample are closely represented, midsize
somewhat over, and larger schools somewhat under their counterparts in the population.

As might be expected, principals’ responses varied in scope. Some limited their input to
the quantitative responses and checkboxes; others offered explanations and elaborations
on the lines provided. The mix of closed and open-ended questions appeared to provide
adequate latitude for their responses. Some principals’ comments were highly thoughtful,
showing a special interest in the topic; some provided detailed information about their
own schools, reflecting a care and concern about them. Three complaints were recorded
from persons not being able to understand the questions, and the Principal Investigator
was able to reply to two of them via email before the survey closed.

The data from the survey were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences. Some data cleaning was necessary, as was the compression of a small number
of variables into fewer categories. Data from the Schools Book were linked to the raw
data matrix to provide grade and enrollment variables that were placed in double or
triple categories to conform to the other variables in the survey. The results were then
displayed in the form of frequencies and percentages for analyses. When there were
reasons to believe that some variables may be associated with others, cross-tabulations
were run and the findings presented in the form of contingency tables with associated
chi-square values, degrees of freedom, and significance level. Since this study may be
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considered exploratory and associations between variables were considered to be tentative,
significance levels are reported in each table so the reader may note the extent to which
the patterns observed are the result of chance alone.

This study includes four units of analysis (province, districts, schools and individuals).
When the results are presented in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, the study speaks to the province
of a whole as it focuses on the intentions of the legislation on open enrollment and the
numbers and kinds of applications for new schools of choice. Then, findings are then
addressed in the context of districts, specifically the 20 urban ones that form the basis of
this study. Later, district profiles are created. As influences and effects of the open
enrollment policy are probed further, schools and also individuals become the units of
analysis. It is sometimes difficult to separate the units because they often overlap. For
instance, individual persons, such as principals, were asked to contemplate choice in
their districts, in their own schools, and how they considered it personally, each at a
different level. Another example is when influences cross units of analysis—district policies
have effects on schools. The organization of this results chapter reflects these complex
realities-no single level could begin to do justice to understanding open enrollment as it
is experienced. Although there is no easy way to separate effects as they cross levels of
analysis, the reader is asked to keep in mind the main object of inquiry at each place in
the exposition of the results.

LIMITATIONS
The reader should be aware of the following limitations and delimitations to this research:

1. The primary focus of this study was on schools of choice. That statement sounds simple
and unproblematic, but it is not. The reason is that there are also programs of choice
which may encompass entire schools, may be the defining characteristic of a school but
not include that entire school, or may be a small segment of a school. The problem is
both a conceptual and an empirical one. If this study had been confined strictly to schools
of choice, it would have been limited to those schools that have school-wide programs,
such as traditional and fine arts. It would have excluded dual-track French immersion
schools. It would have omitted almost all secondary schools; they have many programs
within them but tend not to be characterized with a single specialization. There is no
simple demarcation to say how large a program of choice needs to be before it is
considered significant. While educators are aware of this definitional problem, to many
of them, choice is choice, whether it is school-wide or not. Parents and students are seen
as being attracted to programs, not necessarily to schools. Consequently, when
interviewees were asked about schools of choice, they responded by giving information
about programs of choice as well. Whenever they contemplated secondary schools, they
spoke almost solely in terms of programs of choice. A district could have no schools of



School Choice Under Open Enrollment    103

choice but many programs of choice. The research team realized that there was not
much that could be done about the important distinction (or non-distinction). Instead,
it agreed that the report would need to acknowledge the problem and that the reader
should be warned that, depending on the context, the words “schools of choice” may
also mean “programs of choice.”

2. A discrepancy that did not arise in this study was the differentiation between
“alternative” school and school of choice. A prior survey of alternate programs, conducted
in B.C. by Kelsey et al. (1998), found that when educators responded to questions about
alternative schools, they specified programs designed to help special needs students,
ones with behavioural problems, and students who required vocational programs or
alternative pathways to graduation. When principals were asked about schools of choice
in this present survey, their examples indicated that they shared the meaning of the
investigators—a school of choice was one based upon the preferences of parents and
students rather than a publicly identified need for a special learning alternative for
students at-risk. Consequently, this limitation is really a delimitation.

3. Interviewees in all 20 districts were asked if they could provide data on the numbers of
students who chose schools outside their own neighbourhoods. One would think that
districts would find that information to be of value and in need of monitoring under
conditions of open enrollment. Only one district had that information immediately
available; one other computed the results and presented them; a third offered the raw
data. The paucity of transfer data precluded the possibility of a really interesting analysis
and interdistrict comparison of two important indicators of choice: the overall elementary
and secondary interschool transfer rates. The outcomes of that analysis would have
contributed substantially to this study had the data been available.

4. Most of the data gathered for this project were not derived from Ministry or district
records; they came from the recollections of interviewees and respondents to the survey.
For instance, respondents were asked recall what schools of choice had been proposed
and what reasons were invoked for their acceptance or rejection. Although there were
rich descriptions and inferences made, the memories of the respondents were probably
not sufficient to cover the intended span of the research from 1999 to 2004. If that is the
case, then the most relevant time period of this study is actually from a year prior to the
introduction of the legislation (2001) to the end of the first half of the current year
(2004). As a consequence, the findings should be considered more accurate when they
pertain to the more recent years.

5. A final caveat pertains to all social science studies that resemble this one. It is an
example of research that is mostly conducted “in the field.” Consequently, this report
shows the associations that have been made between various potential influences, such
as declining enrollments, on school choice. Some of our respondents testified as to their
perception of a cause and effect relationship, and in some cases, the research team
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found that was easy to agree with them. However, readers are cautioned that the study
cannot definitively demonstrate any cause and effect relationship, it can only make
inferences and let the reader decide if a sufficiently strong case has been made. That
conceptual connection is most pertinent to the primary question of this study—the
association between the legislation and the applications for new schools. It is also germane
to the association between the legislation and the student transfers between schools.
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Appendix B:
Supporting Documents

School District # 39 Policy: Student Admission and School Choice
School District # 68 Policy: Programs of Choice
UBC & BCPVPA Principal Survey
Proposal for School of Choice 1: Oyama Traditional
Proposal for School of Choice 2: Meadowland Traditional
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School District No. 39 (Vancouver)  
STUDENT ADMISSION AND SCHOOL CHOICE 
POLICY 
 
1. Guiding Principles 
 
Student admission in the Vancouver School District is to be guided by the following principles: 
• Access to neighbourhood school: The admission process should maximize the number of 

students able to attend their catchment area school in accordance with their wishes  
• Choice: The admission process should maximize the student's and parent's ability to choose the 

school and educational program which best meets the student's educational needs 
• Certainty, stability, continuity: The admission process should support certainty, stability and 

continuity for students and families.  Siblings will be admitted to the same school wherever 
possible, subject to the provisions of the School Act and the wishes of the family. 

• Efficient resource allocation: The admission process should enable school and distinct staff to 
plan the allocation of space and instructional resources to best accommodate demand and 
minimize adjustments required at the beginning of the school year. 

 
The board will endeavour to provide programs that meet the interests and needs of distinct students. 

2. Determination of Available Space and Facilities 
 
Section 74.1 of the School Act establishes priorities for enrolment to apply if the board determines 
that space and facilities are available in a school. 
 
2.1 For purposes of section 74.1(6) and (7) of the School Act, space and facilities are available in a 

school to enroll an applicant if there is capacity to provide the applicant with an educational 
program appropriate to the applicant's needs, taking into account both physical and 
educational resources, after reasonable enrolment projections have been made to allow for 
accommodation of continuing students, distinct programs located in the school, and (if 
applicable) a kindergarten program adequate to accommodate the projected enrolment of 
catchment area children. 

 
2.2 The board of trustees delegates to the Superintendent of Schools or his or her designate, the 

decisions whether space and facilities are available in individual schools and educational 
programs for purposes of section 74.1(6) and (7) of the School Act, in accordance with 
paragraphs 2.1 and 2.3. 

 
2.3 Decisions will be made in consultation with the principal of the affected school and will be 

based on program capacity, including consideration of the following factors: 
• the capacity of the school as defined by the Planning and Facilities Department 
• staff assigned to a school by the district 
• the physical space in which instructional programs operate in the school 
• the ability of the school to provide appropriate educational programs for the applicant 

and other students 
• the needs of other programs located in the school. 

 
2.4 After enrolment of continuing students, if the requisite space and facilities are determined to 

be available, cross-boundary applications and applications from new students will be accepted 
in the following priority order: 
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1) students enrolled as residents during the current school year or accepted on a cross-

boundary application during the previous year; 
2) siblings (when other siblings are attending the school concurrently); 
3) students enroled in on-site child care programs, or whose child care needs are provided 

within the attendance area; 
4) students whose residence falls within the attendance areas of other Vancouver schools; 

and 
5) students whose residence fails outside the Vancouver School District 

 
 
provided application deadlines and other requirements have been met.  This priority order does not 
apply to district alternative programs. 
 
2.5 If space and facilities are inadequate to accommodate all continuing students, continuing 

students will be re-enrolled in the following descending order of priority: (i) continuing 
catchment area student; (ii) continuing non-catchment area student; (iii) continuing non-
school distinct student. 

 
2.6 Waitlists will be established for those cross-boundary students not accepted, to be maintained 

until September 30. 
 
 
2.7 In-catchment students who are waitlisted for their catchment school will be maintained on a 

wait-list, and will be offered the opportunity to return to their catchment school as space 
arises. 

 
3. Tie-breaking 
 
3.1 When applications made within time have the same priority (after application of any permitted 

sibling preference), priority as between them will be determined by time and date of 
application unless a determination is made by the board, the superintendent or the 
superintendent's designate to determine priority by lot. 

 
4. Alternate enrolment process for continuing school district students 
 
4.1 Continuing students are not required to apply.  They will be automatically enrolled in the 

applicable educational program or school, subject to space available and to meeting program 
requirements, unless transferred or withdrawn. 

 
5.     Dates for Applications to Enrol and Enrolment 
 
5.1 Before 1st of February in each school year, the board will establish dates for submission of 

applications to enroll and for enrolment. 
 

The board may establish different dates for different grades, educational programs, schools, or 
categories of applicant. 

 
5.2 Applications received after the deadlines established will be subject to the priority of those 

applicants who applied within time as subject to the terms outlined in 2.4 and 3.1 of this 
policy. 
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6.     Guarantee of educational program and district placement 
 
6.1 School district children who apply for enrolment in an educational program YAII be provided 

with an educational program in the district, unless a parent of the student consent to a 
placement outside the school district. 

 
6.2 The board believes that the educational interests of most students are best served by 

attendance at the student's neighbourhood school.  The board requires school organisations to 
be established by June 30 prior to the start of the next school year.  These organizations will 
efficiently and effectively serve the school enrolment and provide for stability and 
predictability of placements for students. 

 
6.3 After the school organization is established, newly arrived students may be required to attend 

a school other than the neighbourhood school.  This district placement may occur if the 
neighbourhood school does not have space within the organization, program capacity, or 
appropriate physical resources to accommodate the student.  A district placement may be 
required to minimize disruptions to the school and costs to the district. 

 
6.4 The board will place newly arrived students in the nearest school with the appropriate 

educational program.  In catchment students may return to the neighbourhood school when 
space becomes available or will return at the start of the next school year.  All students will be 
treated in a fair and equitable manner with respect to district placements. 

 
7. Commitment 
 
7.1 The district process shall encourage children (if of appropriate age) and their parents to 

consider jointly the children's educational needs before requesting an assignment to a school 
other than the current school or the catchment area school. 

 
7.2 Applicants may apply for more than one school or district alternative program but may only be 

enrolled in one.  When applicant is offered and accepts enrolment in an educational program 
(in or out of the school district), applications for all other programs become invalid. 

 
7.3 The superintendent or designate is authorized to enter into reciprocal agreements with other 

school districts to review wait lists and enrolment information in order to enforce this policy. 
 
8. Program Requirements 
 
8.1 Applicants for enrolment must meet all program requirements for the requested educational 

program and will be subject to any selection process established for that program. 
 
9. Discretionary Acceptance: Suspended or Expelled Non-School District Students 
 
9.1 Enrolment applications from non-school distinct children may be refused if the child: 

(a)is under suspension from a BC public school or school district, or 
(b)has been refused an educational program by a BC public school board under section 85(3) 
of the School Act for refusing to comply with the code of conduct and other rules and policies 
of the board or has failed to apply himself or herself to his or her studies. 

 



109 

9.2 Such applications will be referred to the superintendent or designate for a decision on 
admission.  Admissions may be made subject to terms and condition student who has been 
admitted under this section is not entitled to the status of a continuing student in the following 
year unless approved by the school principal or superintendent's designate. 

 
10. Communication 
 
Application periods and enrolment dates will be communicated to the school communities and to the 
community at large and may also be communicated to other communities within and outside the 
school district. 
 
11. Transportation 
 
The board does not intend to extend transportation services or assistance to students attending 
outside their catchment areas by choice.  When students are placed in schools outside their 
neighbourhood school because of distinct placement, they may be entitled to have their public bus 
transportation paid for by their school (with the school receiving reimbursement from the board) if 
one of the following circumstances exists: 
 
A) The walking distance by the nearest passable road from the student's home to the school where 

the student has been placed is excessive for his/her age and grade. 
B) The distance from the student's home to the school that they have been placed is not excessive, 

but the school principal feels that public bus transportation should be provided for this student 
due to special circumstances (ie. hardship issues). 

 
REFERENCES 
 
Adopted: 2003 March 3 
SMT Responsibility: AS-J 
LEGAL REF: School Act, Secs. 74.1, 2.1, 2.3, 85(3) 
CROSS REF: 
JC School Attendance Areas (Boundaries) and and subcodes IGBHA District Alternative School Programs and 
subcodes 
 
 
SCHOOL ADMISSION AND SCHOOL CHOICE - REGULATION 
 
Definitions 
1.1   "catchment area child" means a person 
(a) of school age, and 
(b) resident in the catchment area of the school 
 
1.2 "continuing student" means a school age student in attendance at the school during the 

previous school year who is expected to continue in the educational program for the 
succeeding year, but does not include: 

 
(i) a non-school district child who attended during the previous school year on a discretionary  

acceptance, unless approved for renewal by the school principal or superintendents delegate, 
(ii) a child who withdraws or transfers from the school or educational program before the end of 

the previous school year; or 
(iii) a student who attended during the previous year on a disciplinary transfer. 
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1.3 "district alternative programs" are as specified in the district’s policy on programs of choice 

For district alternative programs the district’s boundaries constitute the catchment boundary. 
 
1.4 "non-catchment area child" means a person 
(a) of school age, 
(b) resident in the school district and 
(c)      not resident in the catchment area of the school 
 
1.5 "non-school district child" means a person 
(a)      of school age, 
(b)      resident in British Columbia, and 
(c) not resident in the school district. 
 
1.6 "sibling".  For the purpose of this policy a sibling shall refer to only those siblings attending 

an educational program in a school concurrently. 
 
1.7 "parent" includes a guardian of the person appointed by court order or under the will of a 

deceased parent, and does not include a non-custodial parent. 
 
1.8 "place of residence": For purposes of this policy, the student's residence shall refer to the legal 

address of the dwelling in which the parent and/or legal guardian maintains his/her home and 
where the student ordinarily resides. 

1.9 "previous school year" means the school year previous to the school year for which the person 
is applying to enroll in an educational program. 

 
1.10 "school district child" means a catchment area child or a non-catchment area child. 
 
1.11 "cross-boundary" is a school-age student or child applying to attend a school other than the  

catchment school, by request. 
 
 
REFERENCES 
Issued: 1979 February SMT Responsibility: AS-J Revised: 1994 September 1999 January 2003 March 03 
 
CROSS REFS: JC School Attendance Areas JFCHIJFCI Alcohol Use by Students/Student Drug Abuse ,JG 
Student Discipline, and subcodes 
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School District 68 (Nanaimo-Ladysmith) 
POLICY NO. 3870 
 
 
PROGRAMS OF CHOICE 
 
The Nanaimo-Ladysmith School District recognizes its obligation, consistent with the School Act and relevant 
provincial legislation, to provide an educational program for all students of school age.  It is the goal of the 
Board to offer programs that promote excellence in instruction and optimal achievement for all students. 
 
The Board may support community or district initiated educational programs that bring a particular educational 
emphasis to student talents or to particular student needs, within the parameters of provincially prescribed 
and/or locally developed curriculum. 
 
Adopted:       2004.04.01 
 
PROGRAMS OF CHOICE 
New programs considered will: 
1. have a clearly articulated program rationale. 
 
2. acknowledge parental desire for programs with a particular educational emphasis. 
 
3. fulfil a recognized educational need separate from existing programs and services. 
 
4. be free from any religious or ethnic affiliation. 
 
5. be consistent with Board policies. 
 
6. be funded at the same levels, with respect to resources and staff, as those established for current grades 

and programs.  Any additional costs for establishing or maintaining the program will be the responsibility 
of the school. 

 
7. conform to collective agreements. 
 
8. identify the potential impact on other schools in the District. 
 
9. not affect operational needs of the School District, 
 
10. be available to all students in the Nanaimo-Ladysmith School District, within program guidelines and 

available school space. 
 
11. be housed in facilities where space permits and which are suitable to the program. 
 
12. be maintained without transportation assistance from the Board. 
 
13. be subject to normal planning and staffing schedules established by the District. 
 
14. be subject to evaluation on an ongoing basis by the Board. 
 
Process for Submitting Proposals 
A. Prior to submission of a proposal to the Board, consultation with the Superintendent or designate must 

occur. 
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B. A written proposal, including clear rationale for the program, will be submitted to the Board.  The 
proposal will contain: 

 
1. an overview of the program accompanied by the goals and objectives and implementation timeline for 

the program. 
 
2. a statement which outlines the educational value of the program for the District, including how the 

proposal is distinct from existing educational programs or fills a particular educational need not 
currently offered in the District. 

 
3. a clear indication of the intended school population to be served including age, grade levels, learner 

characteristics, and the number of students to be served. 
 

4. a clear description of the qualifications and nature of teaching support staff required to offer the 
program. 

 
5. a clear description of the facilities required to offer the program both in the immediate and long-term. 

 
6. an analysis of the possible impact on other schools in the District. 

 
7. evidence of PAC, School Planning Councils and community support for the program which 

demonstrates that parents have an understanding of the proposal and have or will have children who 
will enrol in the program. 

 
8. student registration guidelines which include how students will be selected.  

 
9. evidence of the success of similar programs that are operating in other school districts. 

 
10. sources and sustainability of additional funds (where necessary). 

 
11. a sample of the program registration and promotion form (or flyer). 

 
C. Upon receipt of a proposal, the Board may direct the Superintendent or designate to conduct a 
feasibility study, which will set out costs and other issues that may include: 

 
1. staffing/Human Resource requirements. 
 
2. facilities, both interim and long-term requirements 

 
3. program development and implementation. 

 
4. administrative requirements. 

 
5. sources of funding and revenue including government, private, or corporate services and any 

obligations of the Board in the event outside funds are provided. 
 

6. a proposed implementation timeline. 
 

7. affects on other schools. 
 

D. Where a program is approved, the implementation will be the responsibility of the school with the 

School District acting in support, as needed. 
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Email Subject Line:  UBC & BCPVPA Principals’ Survey 
 
 
Dear Principal <lastname>: 
 
School choice is an important part of the educational landscape in BC in 2004.  Its effects are being 
felt throughout the province.  We want to reach a better understanding of the influences on choice, 
the actions taken regarding it, and its effects on schools.  Consequently, the University of British 
Columbia, in conjunction with the B.C. Principals and Vice-Principals Association, asks you to 
contribute your experience of the impacts of choice on your school and district.  We need your input 
to assemble information regarding student movements, school responses, and district policy 
directions.  As part of a research project funded by the Society for the Advancement of Excellence in 
Education, the knowledge generated from this survey will contribute to discussions on educational 
policy and practice. 
 
Your individual confidentiality will be preserved.  All information will be kept strictly anonymous 
unless your permission is given.  Records on computer hard drives will have access restricted to the 
researchers associated this study.   When you submit this questionnaire, it will be assumed that your 
consent to use the information you provide has been given. The research is being managed by UBC’s 
Applied Research and Evaluation Services ( www.ares.ubc.ca).   
 
We hope that by filling out this brief questionnaire, you will have the opportunity to reflect on the 
well being of your school.  This electronic survey is estimated to take about 10 minutes to complete.  
We would appreciate its return by [date].   
 
To participate, please CLICK HERE. 
 
(If you wish to access the survey outside of this email,  
please go to http://ares.ubc.ca/Choices/index.asp and enter your PIN as “<PIN>”.) 
 
Thank you for your help! 
 
Dan Brown, Professor, Faculty of Education, UBC  
Stanley French, Executive Director, BCPVPA 
 
If you have any questions about the questionnaire, please contact: 
Dan Brown at dan.brown@ubc.ca or at 604-822-4588 
 
If you have any technical questions about the survey, please contact: 
Adam Hunter at adam@ares.ubc.ca or at 604-822-9132. 
 
If you have any concerns about your treatment or rights as a research subject, you may contact the 
Director of Research Services at the University of British Columbia at 604-822-8598. 
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UBC Faculty of Education & BCPVPA Principals’ Survey 
 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in our survey.  Remember that your responses will be kept strictly 
anonymous and data will be aggregated. 

A.  About Choice and Your School 
 
1.  Does you school have any of the following kinds of specializations? 
 

a. overall school specialization (e.g., French immersion, fine arts) 
If “Yes” and there is a wait list, how many are on it? 

 

 Yes   No 
 
___________ 

b. special programs within your school (e.g., athletics, music, 
vocational) 
If “Yes” and there is a wait list, how many are on it?  

 Yes   No 
 
___________ 
 

c. particular delivery methods (e.g., varied schedule, distance ed.) 
If “Yes” and there is a wait list, how many are on it?  

 Yes   No 
 
___________ 
 

d. other  
If “Yes” what are they, and if there is a wait list, how many are 
on it? 

 Yes   No 
 
___________ 

 
2.  Does your school use the following methods to communicate with prospective students and their 

parents? 
 

a. visits to feeder schools     Yes   No 
b. school brochure     Yes   No 
c. school website      Yes   No 
d. prominent outside signs     Yes   No 
e. school video        Yes   No 
f. advertisements in community newspaper(s)  Yes   No 
g. distribution of flyers to neighbourhood homes  Yes   No 
h. open houses/special events      Yes   No 
i. individual school tours       Yes   No 
j. other methods of communication    Yes   No 

If “Yes” what are they?   ___________________________ 
 
3.  Between Sept. 02 and Sept. 03, what were your school’s 
 

a. cross-catchment gains?  _______ 
b. cross-catchment losses? _______ 
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4.  Please include any comments you may wish to make about: 
 

a) factors that increase the responsiveness of your school to choice, 
b) any special initiative your school has taken to communicate to prospective students, and  
c) your assessment of the benefits and drawbacks of choice for your school. 

 
B:  School Choice and Your District  
 
1.  Please rate the prominence of the following influences on the provision of student and parental school 

choice by your district using the following scale:  
 
1= Strongly Unfavourable;    2= Unfavourable;    3=Neutral;    4=Favourable;    5=Strongly Favourable 
 

a. geography/transportation 1 2 3 4 5 
b. demography/ethnicity 1 2 3 4 5 
c. financial constraints 1 2 3 4 5 
d. enrollment decreases 1 2 3 4 5 
e. teacher union's predisposition 1 2 3 4 5 
f. the collective agreement 1 2 3 4 5 
g. parental and student demands 1 2 3 4 5 
h. independent schools/home schooling 1 2 3 4 5 
i. school board's predisposition 1 2 3 4 5 
j. Other (what?) [small textbox] 1 2 3 4 5 
kl. Other (what?) [small textbox] 1 2 3 4 5 

 
2.  Please recall three notable applications for new schools of choice (not programs within schools) since 

1999 in your district. 
 

a. Application One 
 

1. For what kind of school?     ____________ 
2. Who were the main advocates (e.g., parents, teachers)?  ____________ 
3. Board response and year of decision.    ____________ 
4. Name of school if approved.     ____________ 

 
b. Application Two 

 
1. For what kind of school?     ____________ 
2. Who were the main advocates (e.g., parents, teachers)?  ____________ 
3. Board response and year of decision.    ____________ 
4. Name of school if approved.     ____________ 

 
c. Application Three 

 
1. For what kind of school?     ____________ 
2. Who were the main advocates (e.g., parents, teachers)?  ____________ 
3. Board response and year of decision.    ____________ 
4. Name of school if approved.     ____________ 
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3.  Would you like to provide any additional comments on this research or on school choice issues in 
general? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Click here to submit your responses.   
If you wish to change anything,  

just enter the survey again from the email letter you were sent. 
 

<Submit> 
 
We appreciate the time taken and your contributions made to this research! 
 
Dan Brown &  
Stanley French. 
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Presentation on February 25, 2004 

 
Prepared by the Oyama Elementary 

School Planning Council 
 

Principal: Doreen Stevenson    Parents: Lana Chimney 
Teacher: Nancy Henry     Vicki Dalgleish-Lampard  
       Brenda Schlegel 
             Alternate:  Deb Butler 

 
SUMMARY 
 
In the spring of 2003, the Board of School District #23 voted to keep Oyama Elementary School 
open provided we could find ways to make our school viable and self-sustaining.  In the months 
following that decision, several parents endeavoured to find options that would fulfill these goals.  
Public information evenings highlighting various ‘schools of choice’ options and an informal poll of 
the school parents and the community showed strong support for researching the option of becoming 
a Traditional School. 
 
Through the course of the research and a public presentation which included expert speakers on the 
Traditional philosophy, a stronger interest in pursuing the schooling change emerged.  Parents who 
once felt that a change to Traditional was the only way of keeping the school open are now 
embracing the concept and want the Traditional School option for their children.  A recent binding 
vote of 89% support for the change prompted the School Planning Council to fulfill the wishes of the 
parents to pursue the goal of becoming Oyama Traditional School.  This move to Traditional and the 
strong support from the parents will help future district enrollment requirements and will potentially 
surpass them. 
 
Current teaching staff at the school have been briefed throughout this past year on the response from 
parents and included in the research and presentations sponsored by the parents.  On February 2nd, 
2004, all teachers and the Principal spent a day at Traditional schools in the Surrey School District to 
get a ‘hands-on’ feeling for the traditional philosophy and have their questions answered.  The 
Oyama staff were excited about the positive atmosphere and exceptional levels of student 
performance.  The high degree of commitment to the school’s mission and beliefs shown by parents, 
staff, and students impressed the Oyama staff and convinced them of the positive impact that a 
Traditional School model has on student self-esteem and academic achievement. 
 
The change to Traditional in Oyama would be an ideal fit for the community.  The community of 
Oyama is traditional in its history, family involvement, and school support.  Since the turn of the 
century, the school has been the heart of the community, and many residents whose children long 
ago graduated from the school continue to support the current students in their various activities.   

 
Proposal for Substantive Change 

Request that OYAMA ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 
becomes 

OYAMA TRADITIONAL SCHOOL 
in September 2004 
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Oyama Traditional will be a school of choice open to all students in the Okanagan Valley. Location 
of the school and the proximity to Vernon and Kelowna will put Oyama Traditional in a perfect spot 
to draw students from various areas.   Traditional schools typically attract students from 
neighbouring districts, independent schools, and home schools.  Oyama Traditional will be poised to 
do the same.   
 
With the change to Traditional at Oyama, Lake Country would be able to offer the choice of regular 
public (Davidson Road), French Immersion (Peter Greer) and Traditional (Oyama), allowing parents 
a range of options usually offered in larger centres.  This would create an area of ‘choice’.   
 
Oyama Traditional School will offer a Kindergarten through Grade 7 program.  The school will 
follow all School District Policies and the Instructional Resource Packages (IRP’s) mandated by the 
Ministry of Education for all public schools.   Teaching will follow methods of ‘best practice’, 
consistent with current research on learning and skill development in all areas of the curriculum. 
 
Uniforms and consistent reinforcement of behaviour expectations will enhance student self-concept 
and will assist the students in building a strong base which will develop as they advance in their 
education. 
 
Oyama Traditional will welcome all children to the school providing a safe, nurturing learning 
environment.  Celebrating our differences and meeting individual learning needs will ensure 
inclusion of all students. 
 
In keeping with the Mission Statement of School District #23, Oyama Traditional will “educate 
students to value learning, possess knowledge and skills, strive for personal excellence, experience 
success, exhibit responsible citizenship, enjoy life, and meet challenges of change through a variety 
of defined programs and technologies, strong parent and community involvement and an effective 
caring staff”.  We will meet and strive to exceed all of the Visions and Values outlined by the School 
District and in doing so, every student who graduates from Oyama Traditional will be proud of their 
accomplishments and will carry that self-confidence and enthusiasm for learning through to the 
completion of high school and future endeavours. 
 
VISION 
 
Mission Statement 
The shared mission of staff, parents and students at Oyama Traditional School is to provide a 
structured approach to learning and student behaviour where all students are encouraged to strive for 
personal excellence.  This outcome will be achieved in an environment based on the traditional 
values of citizenship, responsibility, and respect. 
 
School Philosophy 
The philosophy at Oyama Traditional School is to ensure that all students, staff, and parents embrace 
the mission of the school and work together to achieve school goals.  The uniqueness of each child 
will be accepted and differences will be celebrated while keeping within the ‘traditional Canadian’ 
values of respect, commitment, family, and integrity.  With clearly defined academic and social 
behaviour goals, every child will understand his/her expectations and work towards achieving their 
full potential.   
 
Within this context, Oyama Traditional School is based on certain values. 
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Values: 
We believe that: 
 

1. students achieve their full potential in a structured environment where skills and concepts, in 
distinct disciplines, are presented in a sequential manner, consistently applied throughout the 
school. 

2. fostering self-esteem, an ‘I can do it’ attitude, and perseverance will help students reach their 
full potential. 

3. students will strive for individual excellence and maximize their individual achievement 
when high standards and expectations are reinforced both at home and at school. 

4. behavioural expectations, clearly defined and communicated in a school code of conduct, 
create an environment in which students act in a respectful and responsible manner. 

5. the goals of the school community are best met when parental involvement is welcomed and 
the PAC and school work together. 

6. by following the very best of teaching practices that are consistent with current research on 
learning and skill development in all areas of the curriculum, students will excel. 

 
Implementation:  
1. Academic Emphasis 

 Teacher directed instruction in every classroom combined with some active and cooperative 
learning following “best practices” research 

 High expectations for achievement and emphasis on quality presentation 
 Emphasis and allowance for each student to have an opportunity to reach his/her potential in 

every aspect of the British Columbia school curriculum which includes language arts, 
mathematics, science, social studies, fine arts (art, drama, music), career and personal 
planning, and French (beginning in Grade 5) 

 Emphasis on learning strategies, meta-cognition, memory techniques and study skills 
 Strong sense of educational commitment and purpose 
 A major focus on content and skills development  
 Emphasis on all aspects of language development including phonemic awareness, phonics, 

vocabulary development, comprehension, grammar and spelling 
 Differentiation of subjects with some coordination between topics  
 Structured sequential learning 
 Clearly defined assessment procedures, consistently applied throughout the school 
 Emphasize and allow for individual learning progress so that all children’s needs will be 

met. 
 Focus on early detection of learning needs and intervention 
 No combined classes whenever possible will enhance the learning environment allowing the 

teaching staff to focus on one grade.   
 Reporting based on District and Ministry Policy 
 Rewards for effort and for progress in academics, citizenship, fine arts, and athletics. 
 A regular homework policy (for grades 1-7) 

 
2.   Student Conduct 

 A clearly defined Code of Conduct will be followed outlining expected behaviour and social 
values. 

 Zero tolerance for violence, bad language, or bullying 
 Students and parents will be required to read the Code of Conduct.  Upon signing, they will 

be acknowledging that they understand and support the terms and consequences as stated. 
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 Emphasis will be placed on civility and respect for oneself, fellow students, others, and the 
environment.  School Rules will have strong emphasis on honesty, courtesy, self-discipline, 
integrity, responsibility, and citizenship. 

 Discipline will show students what they have done wrong; how they are responsible for their 
actions; that there are consequences; that they can create solutions; and will keep students’ 
dignity intact. 

 Expectation to comply with an informal and affordable uniform policy. 
 

Uniforms will:  
- create a sense of pride and belonging among the students which will boost 

morale  
-  alleviate social pressures and discourage competition based on clothing 
-  keep students more focused on learning 
-  will be cost effective so that all families will be able to afford them 

o A used uniform shop will be established by the PAC to enable families to rotate outgrown 
clothing 

o A Spirit Day will be celebrated once per month when each student will be able to wear 
something from their own wardrobe providing it complies with the School District dress 
code guidelines. 

 
3.   Parental Partnerships 

 Supportive of school’s mission, values, and implementation strategies 
 A strong sense of unity between parents and teachers will create an optimum learning 

environment.  Mutual respect and close communication with teaching staff will be 
encouraged. 

 Parents will play an advisory role within School District and Ministry policy.   
 Parents will be expected to support their child’s learning and the school philosophy by 

adhering to the regular homework policy, striving to fulfill attendance and timeliness 
requirements, and providing a healthy home atmosphere. 

 Supportive of the Code of Conduct 
 Strong Parent Advisory Council 
 Elect three members to the School Planning Council 
 Parent volunteers will be welcomed and encouraged. 

 
4.   Staff Commitment 

 Committed to school’s mission, values, and implementation strategies 
 Work individually and collaboratively to create conditions that promote student success 
 Commitment to ongoing professional development 
 Welcomes parent involvement and encourages open and frequent communication 

 
5. School Consistency 

 A clear educational philosophy shared by all school staff will be communicated to the 
students, parents, and community.  This will provide overall support for the students to 
excel. 

 Strong links between the mission statement/values, policies, and Code of Conduct will 
provide clear direction for students and parents. 

 Parents, teachers and students are committed to mission, values, and Code of Conduct 
 Many consistent routines and resources from class to class and grade to grade 
 Use of key tools such as the Student Agenda will be consistent from grade to grade. 
 Uniforms provide a sense of solidarity, belonging, and pride promoting strong school spirit 
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EXPECTATIONS: 
 
As a result of developing this new school we expect: 

 that the academic achievement of every student will be fulfilled to the best of his/her ability 
 that marks on the standardized FSA exams will improve 
 that every child will meet or exceed District objectives for literacy and numeracy 
 that an environment will be created where students are encouraged by their peers to excel 
 that with core learning principles and values, every child enrolled will be encouraged and 

supported to continue their education through to graduation from high school 
 that with clear guidelines for conduct expectations, the school will be a safe, secure learning 

environment and the students will maintain a level of respect for others throughout their 
lives 

 that parents will embrace and encourage the learning and behavioural aspects of the school 
philosophy and enthusiastically support their child in all endeavours, which in turn will 
develop their child’s self-esteem 

 that parents will learn the importance of home support and will continue this philosophy 
throughout the high school years leading to higher graduation figures 

 that staff will embrace the school philosophy and work with the students to challenge them 
to be the best they can be 

 that student enthusiasm will be evident, and in turn will promote similar enthusiasm in staff 
and parents resulting in a high level of overall satisfaction 

 that enrollment will increase due to the unique status of the school, and the emphasis on 
academics and social behaviour 

 as a result of increased enrollment, we will be able to offer straight classes, no combined 
grades 

 
IMPACT ANALYSIS: 
 

 Current students at Oyama Elementary would have first chance to register at Oyama 
Traditional.  Based on the feedback from parents, it is understood that the majority of 
students currently registered would continue at the school.   

 Students currently going to private schools or being home schooled are considering enrolling 
at Oyama Traditional should it be approved.  Based on feedback from interested parents, it is 
the feeling of the SPC that final commitments will be made after the decision of the Board. 

 Our recent newspaper advertisements stating that we are accepting pre-registration for the 
proposed Oyama Traditional School have generated registrations and expressions of interest 
from potential enrollees. 

 
PROMOTION: 
 

 Original promotion of Oyama Traditional School will be with announcements to our current 
school parents of the Board’s decision.   

 A public information session will be organized as soon as possible after the decision to 
outline the expected changes for September 2004. 

 Media releases will be sent out announcing the outcome of the Board’s decision and the 
registration details.   

 Phone calls will be made to all of the parents who are currently pre-registered to inform 
them of the Board’s decision and the status of their registration. 

 Newspaper advertisements for registration will be placed in the Vernon, Lake Country, and 
Kelowna newspapers every year. 

 Word of mouth will be a positive promotion tool. 
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OPERATIONS: 
 
Changes to Staff Resources 

 In order for Oyama Traditional to succeed, support from the School District is essential.  
This includes having an open mind to some of the proposed changes and ongoing support of 
the administration, teaching, and support staff. 

 Strong leadership from our Principal will be necessary to guide the staff and students 
through the initial changes and to keep our parents fully informed on an on-going basis.  
This position is key to the success of the school, and we request that our Principal be given 
full support to take additional training if necessary, have time to meet with other Traditional 
School Principals, have access to all information which will assist with this task.  

 Proper teacher staffing is also key for success of the school.  Currently the teaching staff at 
Oyama is excellent and we would like to request that all teachers be given first chance to 
stay on at the school.   

 In any instance that the principal or a teacher feels that they can not whole-heartedly 
embrace the change to Traditional, we ask that they be allowed to post out and that their 
position is filled with a principal or teacher who is familiar with and teaches to the 
Traditional philosophy. 

 To facilitate the best chance of success for the students, we request that, whenever possible, 
there will be no combined classes, particularly in the primary grades.  It is our belief that the 
success of our Traditional School and straight classes go hand in hand, and we feel that with 
the approval to Traditional, the increased enrollment will support the program.   

 
Changes to Physical Structure 

 The current physical structure will accommodate up to 158 students.  The current grade 
configuration does not allow for growth, which negates any possible increase in enrollment 
at this time.  In order to attract families, we feel we must be able to accommodate movement 
in all grades.    

 At present, there is one portable on-site which can be used in September 2004 allowing an 
enrollment increase.   Other Traditional schools have shown an enrollment increase after 
their establishment, and there is adequate terrain for future expansion as our enrollment 
numbers increase.   

 A change from ‘Oyama Elementary School’ to ‘Oyama Traditional School’ would be 
necessary on all signage at the school.  We would also mount a sign in the school stating our 
mission, philosophy, and values. 

 Oyama has an easy, established traffic flow, and with continuance of the current bussing, 
there would not be any traffic issues which would present problems with an increase in 
enrollment and potential car pooling.  All eligible riders within the catchment areas would 
still be transported to Oyama Traditional, with riders outside the catchment area responsible 
for their own transportation. 

 
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS: 
 
Oyama Traditional School will be a public school with full government funding, therefore there will 
not be any additional charges to students for their education.   
 
The Unique Geographical Grant (Small Communities Supplement) of $75,000 has been committed 
for at least the 2004/05 school year.  Our goal is to increase our enrollment by 2005/06, to the point 
that we will be able to function on our own revenue, should the grant not be available.   
 



123 

Students will be expected to wear a casual uniform.  In any instance where the cost for uniforms is 
prohibitive, the PAC is prepared to subsidize this cost.  A ‘used’ uniform shop will be established by 
the PAC to provide an affordable option for parents.  
 
EVALUATION: 
 

 Success of the school will be monitored by the School Board with the understanding that 
three years will be the projected timeline to achieve the stated goals of this Traditional 
School proposal. 

 During the first three developmental years parent and student satisfaction surveys will be 
conducted twice yearly. 

 Consistent benchmarking from grade to grade. 
 FSA and CAT3 testing 
 Current staff supports weekly progress reports which will be done for each student indicating 

work ethic, homework completion, and behaviour. 
 School results will be reported to the District on an annual basis. 
 School results will be reported to the community on an annual basis. 

 
CONCLUSION: 
 
It is our belief that with a consistent, structured education, and clearly defined standards of academic 
achievement and social behaviour: 
 

 that every child at Oyama Traditional will become a good citizen and a lifelong learner,  
 that there will be no educational discrimination due to being raised in a rural area, and that in 

fact, with the tools and support provided, every child will be able to achieve their ambitions 
and be able to contribute to a sustainable economy. 
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In January 2004 the current school board voted to consider the closure of Meadowland Elementary 
School.  Some people believe Meadowland's Parent Group started looking at conversion to a 
Traditional School at this point but they would be wrong.  Meadowland's Parent Group has a much 
longer history of looking at converting to a Traditional School and we believe now is the time to 
advance with our proposal.  We have the support of our parents, teaching staff, administrator, and 
neighbourhood.  
 
The change to a Traditional School at Meadowland makes sense for this school community. 
Meadowland's current catchment is traditional in its history, family involvement, and school support.  
We believe the change to Traditional would encourage us to become more community oriented 
instead of less. 
 
Traditional schools typically attract students from neighbouring districts, independent schools, and 
home schools.  Meadowland Traditional Elementary School would be poised to do the same.  We do 
not plan on moving students around in the district; but rather, on bringing in new students to SD #42.  
As Meadowland Elementary is located on a commuter route close to the Pitt River Bridge we 
anticipate many students will come from our neighbouring communities.  Interest from our 
Information Night with Dan Brown showed this as we ended the evening with many pre-registrations 
from Port Coquitlam, Coquitlam, and Mission. 
 
Following are our preliminary ideas on what we believe a Traditional School would look like at 
Meadowland Elementary School.  Some of these ideas or programs already exist while others would 
be introduced.  We do believe it would be a process to change our existing school into our vision of a 
Traditional School.  Time, hard work, co-operation, and consistency would be important to 
implement these changes.  We hope this information will help gain the support of both the Trustees 
and the staff at School District #42. 
 
Academic Emphasis 
 
As a public traditional school we would teach to the BC curriculum. 
 
Our teaching style would be ‘teacher directed’ instruction following ‘best practises’ 
teaching to the whole child. 
 
Definition of teacher directed 
The teacher is responsible for creating a high level of accountability (focus on learning activities, 
high student involvement / on task behaviour) and structure that permeates all learning activities. 
 
Definition of best practise 
Best practice in teaching is hard to define; yet, it can be said to encompass those habits that make 
teachers effective.  These habits, determined through extensive research, are specific teacher 
behaviors that contribute to student achievement and growth.  Multiple intelligence, co-operative 
learning, higher order questions, critical thinking and student reflection are all examples of best 
practice. 

Preliminary Ideas/Proposals for Changing 
MEADOWLAND ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 

to 
MEADOWLAND TRADITIONAL ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 
 



125 

 
Structured and sequential teaching in all classrooms would be expected. 
 
Clearly defined assessment procedures consistently applied throughout the school would allow for 
early detection of learning needs and, therefore, intervention.  We would expect students to receive 
instruction in their appropriate levels.  This would mean, in some circumstances, continuing to allow 
children to follow certain blocks of learning in the grade/class best suited for them.  We would strive 
for inclusion.  We believe this would emphasise and allow for each child to have the opportunity to 
reach his/her potential. 
 
Current research shows the overall benefits of getting children involved in Fine Arts Programs.  We 
would like Fine Arts to be an unofficial emphasis of the school.  How we accomplish this would 
depend on our teachers expertise and imagination in the fine arts.  We would like to staff with this 
goal in mind.  This also shapes the overall direction of the school as Fine Arts will need to receive 
more of an emphasis than they do now.  We think some fundraising can be dedicated to equipment to 
help with this goal.  We are also planning on using our focus on a strong Fine Arts program in our 
advertising. 
 
We believe open communication is important for success; therefore, learning goals and expectations 
would be made clear to parents and students. 
 
Some traditional schools teach study skills and encourage good homework habits through the use of 
a planner.  Planner use is an existing program in Meadowland Elementary.  We would like to tighten 
up the consistency of planner use and have the emphasis explained to the-students so they understand 
why planner use is such an important tool to use on a regular basis. 
 
We would continue popular co-operative learning programs already in place at Meadowland.  
Examples: buddy partnerships, multi-age groups, mixing between classes. 
 
A continuation of rewards for effort and achievement in all areas (academics, citizenship, fine arts 
and athletics) would be expected. 
 
There would be an expectation for high quality presentation in all work completed. 
 
We believe it would enhance the learning environment at our school by allowing the teacher to 
concentrate on one-grade span of learning levels at a time.  When our population increases, we aim 
to have no combined or split classes whenever possible.  We are hoping the district will assist us at 
that time by dedicating two portables at Meadowland.  This will bring our total number of full 
classrooms to 8, one for each grade level. 
 
We would like to try and create a research partnership, with an accredited university, that would see 
Meadowland Traditional Elementary become a research school.  We would like to explore teaching 
practises, in specific; keeping the tenants of traditional schools (teacher led learning) while exploring 
the boundaries of effective practise as it relates to student led learning.  We believe that, with this 
partnership, Meadowland could be connected with leading edge research into teaching practise.  We 
believe this would be a way to continue to look at ways of combining best practise from all areas 
without sacrificing the appeal of the philosophy of a traditional school. 
 
 
 
Student Conduct 
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A clearly defused Code of Conduct including expected behaviour and social values. Zero Tolerance - 
responding to negative behaviour within the framework of a progressive plan of response - not 
tuning our backs on these behaviours and ignoring it. 
 
Our discipline policy would be modelled under a Restitution style model.  This model deals strongly 
with self-reflection, personal values, and a direction of making students take responsibility for their 
actions.  It is not focused on punishments.  Restitution deals with the idea that all behaviour serves to 
meet needs.  By helping students recognize and acknowledge this, we can better able help them 
make more effective behavioural choices to meet their needs.  This is different from a good/bad 
model of dealing with behaviour.  We believe this model helps to keep the student's dignity intact 
while helping them.  We do understand that this is a larger school initiative and would require a 
couple of years to master on a school wide basis. 
 
We would like the school to provide classes/seminars for the students on many social issues. (how to 
be a good friend, recognizing bullying and what to do, etc) 
 
There would be an expectation for orderly behaviour in the halls/classrooms/school property with or 
without teacher's presence. 
 
On-going discussion regarding consistent application of behaviour expectations, with everyone being 
responsible for everyone's behaviour, would be required. 
 
Uniforms/ Dress Code  
We acknowledge that we cannot force students to wear uniforms in a public school.  Other public 
schools in BC have found the students want to wear uniforms if that is what the majority of students 
are wearing.  If this is an issue, we only expect it in the early days of turning into a Traditional 
School. 
 
We hope uniforms will: 

 Help form a visual sense of community 
 Show a mark of respect to the school and members related to the school 
 Alleviate social pressures and discourage competition based on clothing 
 Create a sense of pride and belonging among the students which will boost morale 
 Keep students more focused on learning 
 Will be informal and cost effective so that all families will be able to afford them 

 
Dress code would be informal including white shirts, navy pants and dark shoes. 
 
Days of exemption 
We are considering organizing a form of spirit/ leadership days scheduled throughout the year when 
uniforms would be optional. 
 
Parental Partnerships 
Before joining the school, we expect parents to read the school mission, philosophy, school policies 
(examples: code of conduct, discipline, dress code, parental partnerships, etc) and agree to them. 
 
We believe a strong sense of unity between parents and teachers will create an optimum learning 
environment.  With administration, teaching staff, and parental support we would like to open up the 
school to run on a more collaborative basis between these parties.  PAC, SPC, teachers and 
administration would interact more and there would be less segregation of the groups thus leading to 
more development of a learning community with an open voice from all parties. 
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We realize this is an ambitious concept to implement but believe that more minds (with a common 
focus and direction) working together will lead to an increased sense of ownership and learning.  
This fits with our expectation for parental involvement and we hope this will encourage parents to 
willingly want to be involved in all aspects of Meadowland. 
 
We do realize this is a complicated move and believe implementation will require the administrator 
to effectively facilitate discussion groups.  We do recognize this collaboration will also take time to 
implement, and since this is a different policy from most other schools, staff would need to agree to 
this policy before joining Meadowland's team. 
 
Staff will need to be: 

 committed to school's mission, values, and implementation strategies. 
 committed to ongoing professional development. Best practise is learned and refined over 

time with study. 
 professionally dressed, or follow a dress code each day. 
 willing to work with other staff to create consistency and to assure it is maintained in the 

classroom and between the classrooms. 
 welcoming and encouraging to parental involvement in the classroom and be supportive of 

the class/school.  A new expectation would be the production of monthly class newsletters to 
help keep parents informed and involved. 

 Interested in supervising student's recess, lunch, and or after school interest groups or 
activities.  We will look towards the experience of the School District as to whether potential 
staff can be questioned on this during the interview/hiring process. 

 knowledgeable about and agreeable to, all expectations/requirements upfront. The 
administrator would hold the staff accountable to these expectations. 

 open to multiple staff meetings during the month.  These would allow formal opportunities 
for parent, staff, and administration to collaborate on school goal setting, and to refine 
current practise. 

 good communication skills and tons of patience would be a necessity'. There would be a 
need to constantly look at current practise, to question, change, etc. in order to fine tune the 
delivery of education at Meadowland. 

 
Staff would need to fit with the philosophy and expectations in order for this to succeed.  According 
to Dr. Brown, we can either look for staff who have a personal philosophy consistent with 
Traditional Schools, or we can look for staff who have the energy and willingness to take the project 
on. 
 
We believe we will be able to find strong staff, and that we can supply the hard work and 
cooperation needed over time to develop Meadowland into an effective and prosperous Traditional 
School. 
 
School Consistency 
 
A clear educational philosophy is needed.  We must constantly work together to refine 
our practice to meet the philosophy. 
 
Parents, teachers, administration and students need to be committed to the mission, philosophy, code 
of conduct, etc 
Many consistent routines and resources from class to class and grade to grade. 
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Use of key tools such as planners/student agendas will be consistent from grade to 
grade.Uniforms/dress codes provide a sense of solidarity, belonging, and pride promoting strong 
school spirit.  Their usage would be encouraged. 
 
Student leadership can be a key component of school consistency.  We can promote student 
involvement and input into the school. 
 
Examples: theme days, assemblies, announcements, lunch help at office, intramural, recycling, K/1 
monitors, bus monitors, playground helpers, health and fitness initiatives, changing bulletins board 
displays, hall board write-ups, etc. 
 
Possible grade level student councils would be involved where each group would be responsible for 
an area of school development/leadership. 
 
Expectations 
 
As a result of developing Meadowland Traditional Elementary School we expect: 
 

 To develop a welcoming learning environment set up for every child to succeed 
 To develop an environment where students are encouraged by their peers to succeedThat 

with clear guidelines and expectations for conduct, the school will be a safe, secure, learning 
environment and the students will maintain a level of respect throughout their years 

 That student enthusiasm will be evident and, in turn, will promote similar enthusiasm in staff 
and parents resulting in a high level of overall satisfaction 

 That student's academic achievement will improve to develop ongoing practical assessments 
in numeracy, writing, reading. (District grade 3 and 6 assessments, primary literacy, 
intermediate literacy, Performance Standards) 

 To develop our own satisfaction survey used for school improvement and refinement of 
practise related to philosophy and goals 
 

Impact Analysis  
 
For registration, current students would have first choice for openings at Meadowland 
Traditional Elementary School. 
 
We would ask that the district decide what priority to give our different groups of parents in regards 
to registration: 

Our current wait/pre registration list 
Numerous families are anxiously awaiting the SD's decision on April 14th 
Outside SD #42 (Coquitlam, Port Coquitlam, Mission, etc) 
Out of Meadowland catchment 
Within Meadowland catchment 

 
We as a Parents Group believe we will have no trouble filling our new Traditional School to capacity 
and also believe we will provide the parents of School District #42 with their Traditional School 
option. 
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Appendix C:
Ancillary Figures
and Tables

Table C.1 Examples of School, Program, or Delivery Specializations Submitted by
Principals

2 District Resource Classrooms
Alternative School for At-Risk Youth
Balanced Calendar
Band
Behaviour Disorder
Centre for Soccer Excellence
Community School
CSF-Francophone Program/Rental
District Development Class
Electronic Delivery
Fundamental Intensive Core French - Grade 5 (Sept. ’04)
Intensive ESL
Language Enhancement ESL KN
Montessori
School Entry Through Waitlist Process
Special Emphasis on Meeting the Needs of Aboriginal Students
Top Academic School (FSA Scores)
Video Conference Courses
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Fig. C.1  Wait Lists for Special Programs
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Fig. C.2   Wait Lists for Schools with Other Specializations
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