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 This study offers a better understanding of the reasons why parents from six 

different countries across the Western hemisphere chose private, non-denominational 

schools for their children’s education.  The findings deepen the knowledge in what is 

currently an underdeveloped field of research in education.  The overarching research 

question was: What are the primary reasons why parents chose a private non-

denominational school in Mexico, Spain, Costa Rica, United States, United Kingdom, 

and South Africa for their children’s education?  To explore this question in depth, the 

researcher considered five sub-questions and employed a grounded theory qualitative 

research design.  Data were collected twofold through focus groups and individual 

interviews and analyzed iteratively to develop a fresh theoretical perspective on the topic 

of parent school choice.  Extant literature explains that the most frequent reasons to 

choose a private school include quality of education, location, participation of parents and 

being able to be heard, financial resources, and parents’ prior educational experiences.
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Contributing to the literature, this study revealed four major reasons for private 

school selection: consideration of private education as an investment for the future, 

smaller class size, the opportunity for students and their families to establish social 

contacts, and the academic quality of the school.  In addition, three reasons specific to 

certain countries were identified: importance of learning the English language, quality of 

the facilities, and extended school day.  Finally, eight additional secondary reasons were 

found including: international character of the school, happiness of the students in the 

school, distance from parents’ home, quality of the environment, prestige or tradition of 

the school, private management and organization, values and ethos of the school, and the 

non-denominational nature of the school. 

These findings can help private—and public—school administrators make better 

decisions to improve the quality of their educational offerings in knowing what parents 

most value.  Parents may also find value in understanding the factors for consideration 

when evaluating public versus private school options.  Finally, recommendations for 

practice and research for the field of education are offered. 
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CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTION 

The education system in many countries currently faces complex transformation 

processes related to offering parents and students a greater choice in their educational 

options.  One important aspect of this is related to the challenges that parents face when 

choosing the kind of school that they consider being best for their children.  The 

decisions that parents make will affect almost all aspects of their children’s future. 

Recently there has been renewed interest in the subject of parental choice because 

political change is taking place in several countries aimed at allowing the use of public 

funds to pay for education in private schools (McCluskey & Bedrick, 2017).  Charter and 

voucher programs have taken hold and more such options are available to families than in 

the past.  Consequently, discovering the motivations for parents’ choice of private 

schools for their children enables these schools to design and implement improvement 

plans to enhance those aspects of their programs that parents desire. 

According to the Program for International Student Assessment’s 2012 survey 

results of countries of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD), 18% of students globally attend private schools, while in the European Union 

this percentage is 14% (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

[OECD], 2012).  Eight countries have a higher number of private schools than the OECD 

average: Australia, Chile, Denmark, Ireland, Japan, Netherlands, Korea, and the United 

Kingdom (UK).  On the other hand, the number of private schools is very low in 

countries such as Iceland, Italy, Finland, Greece, Poland, and Switzerland.  In the U.S.
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 private schools make up 10% of educational offerings, but if the federal government 

fulfills the current president’s campaign promises and makes more public funds available 

to be used to pay for private education, this figure may increase significantly. 

Across the world, in addition to the private and independent schools financed 

mainly by the contributions of parents, there are also charter, magnet, and private schools 

paid by vouchers, all of which are financed primarily by public funds.  In addition, these 

schools can be categorized as denominational (directly linked to a religious institution) or 

non-denominational, although in some countries, such as in the United States (U.S.), 

denominational schools may not receive public funding.  A third category includes those 

schools that are non-profit and those that are managed by for-profit institutions.  Within 

the category of non-denominational schools, there are low-cost private schools, the 

majority found in emerging countries (Ahmed & Sheikh, 2014), and international or 

traditional schools that generally are higher-cost. 

For this study, the researcher focused on private and independent, non-

denominational, international, for-profit schools that are not financed by public funds.  

The majority of studies carried out on these schools have focused on local districts, states, 

or a single country (Alt & Peter, 2002; Havergal, 2015; Joshi, 2014; Lankford & 

Wyckoff, 1992; Taylor, 1996; Woods, Bagley, & Glatter, 1998).  This study is unique in 

that it is international in scope, encompassing schools in six different countries, to allow 

for development of a broader understanding of parents’ motivations for choosing a non-

religious private school for their children’s education. 

Parental Choice for Private Schooling 

When choosing a private school for their children, parents consider various 
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aspects.  This includes their own experience as students; thus, they make their own 

assessments of the positive and negative aspects of the schools they attended themselves.  

Studies of parental choice for private education extend back at least 49 years to a Gallup 

Poll (1969) developed in the U.S. that studied 2,000 parents who had chosen private 

schools for their children. 

There are many reasons why parents choose private school for their children.  

Hirschman (1970) suggested that the quality, or lack thereof, of educational organizations 

might be analyzed by examining the reactions of the parents to how they are treated by 

the educators and leaders.  Further, he observed that when parents feel deterioration of 

academic quality, personal safety of their children, or discipline in public schools, parents 

who can afford it end up sending their children to private schools. 

“When choosing a school some parents are seduced by the descriptions of the 

private school’s administrators with promises of quality or freedom; others, instead 

choose schools where discipline is strict” (Joshi, 2014, p. 415).  A survey done by Ipsos-

Perú (2014) involving 1,228 people living in urban areas of Peru concluded that four 

major reasons why parents value private education are: perceived teacher quality (56%), 

perceived level of academic rigor (53%), distance to home or workplace (30%), and good 

infrastructure (26%).  These reasons may be culturally influenced, which is why a study 

of international scope would make an important contribution to this field of study. 

Other reasons for private school selection include prestige, college preparation, 

and religious beliefs.  The globalization of the economy, and the development of 

increasingly competitive societies, may encourage some parents to choose private schools 

of prestige: 
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Increased globalization and a significant shift from a meritocratic society 

(advancement based on ability and effort) to a credential society 

(advancement based on accumulation of academic qualifications) has 

increased anxiety among middle-class parents regarding their ability to 

maintain their place (socioeconomic status) in society and secure 

educational advantage for their children. (Bosetti & Pyryt, 2007, p. 94) 

Preparation for university entrance is also known to be one of the motivations of 

parents to choose a private school.  Data published by the UK Department for Business, 

Innovation and Skills reveal that 85% of English private school graduates who turned 19 

in 2012-2013 were in higher education, compared with 66% of public school’s graduates 

(Havergal, 2015).  It is clear that a religious belief is a powerful reason that can set aside 

other considerations when choosing a private school.  “Although 12% of all primary and 

secondary students in the U.S.A. attend a private school, roughly half of these attend a 

Catholic school” (Lankford & Wyckoff, 1992, p. 319). 

Studies have shown that there are multiple other factors correlated to student 

attendance in private schools.  For example, family income and parents’ level of 

education increases the propensity to choose a private school, and there is evidence that 

lower public school test scores in elementary schools raise the likelihood of private 

school choice (Buttin, Cordes, & Kirby, 1998; Lankford & Wyckoff, 1992).  Taylor 

(1996) found that in Florida, 14 different factors influenced parents’ choice of a specific 

private school.  His results suggest that parents look for a school that would satisfy the 

individual needs of their children.  They also desire a school compatible with their own 
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values and philosophies.  Other reasons include academic quality, religious values, small 

groups size, and proximity of the school to their home. 

Internationally, private school choice studies show similar findings.  In England, 

Woods et al. (1998) grouped the reasons for choosing private school into three major 

categories: academic quality, exam results, and child-centered education.  In Australia the 

key factors identified included discipline, religious and moral values, the traditions of the 

school, the requirement of school uniforms, parental socioeconomic status and the costs 

associated with private schooling, and academic excellence (Beavis, 2004).  Joshi (2014) 

found proximity to be a very important reason for parents to choose a private school in 

Nepal.  Bukhari and Randall (2009) found that the top six factors given by Utah parents 

for choosing private schools included: quality of curriculum, moral values, quality of 

instruction, religious values, school climate, and class size.  Goldring and Phillips (2006) 

indicated that parental involvement was a major factor in the U.S.: 

Parent involvement seemed to be a very important aspect of parents’ 

choice processes.  Parents who communicate very frequently with their 

children about school and are more involved in school are more likely to 

consider private schools; and parents who felt that the level of 

collaboration between teachers and parents was not adequate, were also 

more likely to consider private schools. (p. 12) 

As we can see in the different studies carried out thus far, several partial results 

have been obtained which could guide the understanding of parental choice of private 

education.  However, when looking for comparable research that analyzes the reasons 

why parents choose private schools for their children, extant studies have used different 
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research questions, analyzed different factors, or are more limited or tightly bounded case 

studies in one country, state, or district.  The present study included six countries with 

different educational contexts to examine the private school option and parental choice 

across several cultures to allow for commonalities to be found in all contexts. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to better understand why parents from different 

countries choose private, non-denominational schools for their children’s education.  The 

findings should deepen the knowledge in a currently underdeveloped field of research, 

while delivering information to administrators of private—and also public—schools to 

help them in their planning and decision-making processes put into place policies and 

practices to attract these parents. 

The schools chosen for this study have not been selected at random.  The 

researcher chose three schools located in developed countries with a high GDP: the U.K., 

the U.S., and Spain; as well as three located in developing countries with lower GDP: 

Mexico, Costa Rica, and South Africa.  This allows for cultural and economic diversity 

of the participants in the study.  The broad school selection improves the quality of the 

data collected and analyzed to make a greater contribution to the field of study and for 

educational leaders in private and public education.  While the future for the private 

education sector looks positive, this research highlights the importance of listening to the 

parents’ voices to better attract students, expand business, and increase market share 

while fulfilling gaps in educational delivery that parents report the public sector in their 

countries cannot satisfy. 

Research Questions 

As Creswell (2013) recommended, a study is best reduced to “a single, 

overarching central question and several sub-questions” (p. 138).  The overarching 

research question for this study was: What are the primary reasons why parents chose a 

private non-denominational school in Mexico, Spain, Costa Rica, United States, United 
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Kingdom, and South Africa for their children’s education? 

To explore the research question in depth, the researcher added the following five 

sub-questions: 

1. How does the social context, defined as family traditions, affect parents’ school 

selection process? 

2. Do parents consider the money spent on private school as an investment or a 

burden and why? 

3. How important is the influence of parents’ previous personal experience as a 

student in their decision-making process? 

4. Why and how did parents select a private school? 

5. How do parents determine what is the “right” school for their child? 

Significance of the Study 

For many years, some people have held the belief that private schools are better 

than public schools and that’s why parents are willing to pay for them.  While this belief 

may be correct, it is important to investigate if this sentiment has any scientific 

foundation, or if it is just popular thought.  This begs the question: Why do some parents 

decide to send their children to private schools with the monetary costs that this decision 

entails, rather than to free public schools? 

This issue is not a simple one, since education is one of the few services many 

countries offer to their citizens for free using tax payers’ money, and in most developed 

countries the per student expenditure—and therefore the resources dedicated to 

students—is on a par with tuition costs for private schools.  The fact that many parents 

would prefer to pay for something that they could get for free for their children is a very 
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particular decision worthy of understanding.  Such an understanding could help private 

school administrators make better decisions to improve the qualities of their schools those 

parents in the marketplace desire.  At the same time, it could be useful for public school 

administrators, providing some guidance to improve their schools and attract those 

parents who are considering leaving the public school´s system for private alternatives.  

When both education sectors improve their quality of offerings, children’s opportunities 

across the globe expand and strengthen, and this market sector competition is good for 

society. 

Finally, the emergent themes and findings that result from this study may also be 

useful for families, to give them a better understanding of issues that are common to other 

parents in different countries and how different values factor into their decision-making 

regarding the possibilities for their children’s education.  “Parents armed with data are the 

best forces of accountability in education.  And parents, armed with options and choice 

can assure that their children get the best, most effective education possible” (No Child 

Left Behind Act of 2001, p. 5). 

Theoretical Framework 

Generally, in grounded theory studies there is no conceptual framework going in 

to the study because it is being built from the data itself, for this reason what the 

researcher raises here is just a framework that allows a better understanding of the 

parental selection process.  In Figure 1, the researcher conceived parental decision-

making as a continuous process that includes their prior experiences that help motivate 

their choice, the factors they might consider in school selection, and the current level of 

satisfaction with the school they selected for their children’s education.  In this 
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framework, school selection decisions are determined by parent preferences, prior 

information received through experience and others’ input, personal values, and other 

reasons they may actively consider. 

 

Figure 1.  Framework of this study. 

It also is of value to analyze the historical and sociocultural determinants in each 

country where parents have decided to enroll their children in private school.  Therefore, 

this study clearly defined the main motivations of parents who have chosen private 

education in each of the countries under study and then analyzed them to see where they 

compare and contrast across cultures. 

Methodology 

This study employed a grounded theory qualitative design.  Grounded theory 

seeks to understand the perspectives of the local population it involves.  In this case the 

phenomenon studied was the reasons why parents enroll their children in private, non-

denominational schools and to obtain culturally specific information about the values, 

PRIOR EXPERIENCES

-Values

-Information received

-Personal experience

-Other reasons

SCHOOL SELECTION

-Infrastructure

-Class size

-Safety

-Distance to their home

-Other considerations

CURRENT OPINION
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-What they miss

-Other feelings



 

 11 

opinions, behaviors, and social contexts of the participants.  “Grounded theory is a 

qualitative research design in which the inquirer generates a general explanation (a 

theory) of a process, an action, or an interaction shaped by the views of a large number of 

participants” (Creswell, 2013, p. 83).  Further: 

As an exploratory method, grounded theory is particularly well suited for 

investigating social processes that have attracted little prior research attention, 

where the previous research is lacking in breadth and/or depth, where a new point 

of view on familiar topics appears promising. (Milliken, 2010, p. 550) 

The strategy for data collection in this research was twofold, through focus groups 

and individual interviews.  Data were gathered and analyzed separately and iteratively.  

The decision of separating individual interviews and focus groups was with the objective 

of allowing the researcher to observe if the group somehow influences the answers of the 

participants. 

For this study, the researcher used the Strauss and Corbin (1990) guidelines for 

coding data when engaging in a grounded theory systematic analysis.  First, the 

researcher formed initial categories of information about the phenomenon being studied 

from the data gathered; breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and 

categorizing data (open coding).  Then, the researcher assembled the data in new ways 

after open coding, creating subcategories (axial coding).  Finally, all categories are 

unified around a core category, and categories that need further explication are filled-in 

with descriptive detail (selective coding).  In this phase, conditional propositions were 

presented, and the researcher observed whether there are similarities or not between the 

results obtained in each iteration of data collection and analysis.  In this case, the 
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researcher looked at each of the countries in this study regarding the reasons for choosing 

a private school across cultures. 

The three types of coding were sequential, but after collecting additional data in 

the interviews, the researcher returned to analyze and recode data and used the insights 

from that analysis process to inform the next iteration of data collection.  This process 

continued until a theoretical understanding of the reasons for choosing private, non-

denominational education emerged.  Conformity and coherence of codes, concepts, and 

categories were important indicators for validation of the grounded theory developed. 

Data Gathering 

“Interviews play a central role in data collection in a grounded theory study” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 84).  The data in this study were obtained by conducting individual 

interviews and focus groups with parents of students from private schools in the schools 

of the six countries included in the study.  At the same time, the researcher used a 

research journal to add his observations during the interviews and focus groups, which 

allowed him to enrich the information collected and avoid potential bias. 

Delimitations 

Delimitations for this study included the inclusion of participants from only one 

school in each of the six selected countries and the exclusion of participants from other 

schools and countries.  Also, the individual interviews were limited to 45 minutes each, 

which did not allow the researcher to probe deeper for answers.  Finally, the focus groups 

were limited to 60 minutes, which may not have brought out as many detailed responses 

as a longer focus group might have. 

Limitations 
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This research was limited to the specific school locations and these precise 

settings make it difficult to replicate the study.  The fact that data were collected at 

different times during the school year could possibly have affected participant responses.  

Political and national fiscal conditions in each country may have impacted participant 

responses as well. 

The researcher being the chairman of the group of the schools where participants 

enrolled their children, introduced the limitation of researcher bias and potential bias in 

parental reporting; some parents may have responded in different ways what they would 

do if the interviewer were someone else.  Lastly, the small sample size in each country 

based on the willingness of the voluntary parent participants was a limitation they may 

have impacted the breadth of responses. 

Chapter Summary 

The purpose of this study was to better understand why parents from different 

countries choose private, non-denominational schools for their children’s education.  The 

researcher focused on private and independent, non-denominational, international, for-

profit schools that are not financed by public funds.  This study is unique in that it is 

international in scope to allow for development of a broader understanding of the topic. 

Governments across the globe are increasingly opening up the possibility of 

financing private schools with public funds, so in the coming years private schools may 

realize considerable growth.  Therefore, knowing what motivates parents to enroll their 

children in private, non-denominational schools can be very useful for the different 

stakeholders of the education systems in each country included in this study.  The 

methodology used in this study was grounded theory, considered the most suitable for a 
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qualitative investigation of these characteristics, since it allows for theory generation 

around a topic that has not garnered adequate research attention in the past. 
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CHAPTER II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The reasons why parents choose private education for their children is a subject 

that was first studied in the Gallup Poll of 1969.  From that moment the subject has 

continued to be studied with different approaches and has often focused on local 

education markets (Lubienski and Weitzel, 2010).  Given the international nature of this 

study, this literature review explains the key concepts in the extant literature on parental 

school choice around the globe, beginning with the concept of choice. 

The Concept of Choice 

The term freedom of choice, also called school choice, has been defined in very 

different ways in the literature.  It is difficult to define the term with precision given the 

various arguments provided for and against school choice by educational theorists.  

Generally, however, it can be stated that the term school choice refers to the possibilities 

of families to choose one school or another to enroll their children.  This distinguishes it 

from freedom of choice in education that implies other choices that can be made, such as 

religious education, homeschooling, authorized center teaching, and so on.  Although, 

regarding these choices, the elections carried out also mean selecting a specific school for 

one’s children.  Narrowly defining school choice as the selection of private over public 

school helps further narrow the research topic. 

There has been relatively little literature published on the specific school choice 

definition addressed in this study, which compared similar populations in different 

countries.  The majority of studies found have been focused on why private education is 



 

 16 

chosen over public education, in some cases in terms of student achievement within each 

sector (Alexander & Pallas, 1983; Chubb & Moe, 1990; Douglas Willms, 1985; Dronkers 

& Avram, 2010, Gamoran, 1996; Jeynes, 2002; Neal, 1997; Noell, 1982). While student 

achievement is no doubt a paramount issue for any educational leader, the business of 

managing schools requires a more holistic approach, and this includes addresses the 

needs of parents who enroll their children, and why they do so.  Parental choice then, is 

the next topic in this review. 

The Choice for Private Schooling 

In general, literature has pointed to parents’ perception of a higher quality of 

academic provision in the private education sector (Armor & Peiser, 1998; Elacqua, 

Schneider, & Buckley, 2006; Joshi, 2014; Kraushaar, 1972; Peterson & Llaudet, 2006).  

A good reputation and exam results are considered to be one of the main reasons for 

parents choose a private school (Bosetti, 2005; Bukhari & Randall, 2009; Jackson & 

Bisset, 2005; West, 2001).  Research supports this belief in part through findings that 

low-income and minority students are more likely to benefit academically from private 

school enrollment (Alt & Peter, 2002; Whitsel, 2014).  On the other hand, Langouet and 

Leger (2000) and Van Pelt, Allison, and Allison (2007) have stated that the demographic 

characteristics of parents, such as their level of education and family traditions, are 

important reasons why they may select private school for their children.  For example, in 

the U.S., Chakrabarti (2009) found strong evidence of self-selection into private schools 

based on the mother’s educational level as well as student abilities. 

Private education is costly, so another important aspect found in the literature is 

the perceived return on investment, or value, of private school despite the economic 
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burden some families face. 

One of the most important choices facing parents is whether to send their child to 

a public school or to a private school.  The main distinguishing feature, from an 

economic point of view, is that public schools are free while private schools 

charge tuition and hence are costly to attend.  So, families are likely to send their 

children to private schools only if they believe that the benefits of private 

schooling outweigh the price differential. (Chakrabarti & Roy, 2010, p. 338) 

Epple and Romano (1998) and Chakrabarti (2008, 2009) examined parental 

choice of private school versus public.  In these studies, family income differed, affecting 

their capacity to pay tuition, and student’s intellectual capacities and academic 

capabilities to perform in private school differed as well.  Among these studies, the 

researchers identified a common finding, that higher-income families and those with 

more able children are more likely to enroll their children in private school. 

School choice in Canada arises from the “rationalities related to values, 

preferences, child rearing practices, social networks, and aspirations for their children” 

(Bosetti & Pyryt, 2007, p. 107).  Middle-class parents understand the significance of a 

“good education” in a knowledge economy and feel it is their duty to access and provide 

the best opportunities for their children.  There is evidence in these studies that the 

majority of private schools demonstrate improved student achievement (Havergal, 2015).  

Parents express highest satisfaction with the quality of teaching, the safe and caring 

environment, and the academic challenge their children receive (Taylor, 1996; Woods et 

al., 1998).  Likewise, parents in private schools feel that their children’s current school is 

better than the previous one they attended and are satisfied with the quality of the 



 

 18 

education their children are receiving and the improvement in their children’s confidence. 

Parents are also sensitive to school location and prefer those closer to home with a 

positive atmosphere reflected in a high level of school safety, discipline, and smaller 

class sizes.  Researchers have found that parents who choose private schools have 

moderate to strong preferences for location, place more emphasis on safety in less secure 

areas, and have higher preferences for good discipline (Elacqua et al., 2006; 2007; 

Howell, 2004; Joshi, 2014; Whitsel, 2014; Yaacob, Osman, & Bachock, 2014). 

Other Contributing Factors to the Understanding of Private School Preference 

School choice is oriented by the social class to which a family belongs, but also 

by the family’s particular cultural capital within that class.  Middle-class families are, in 

general, much more active in the educational market (Elacqua et al., 2006).  For working-

class families, distances from home and family organization are often key elements in 

making the school choice decisions.  In households with limited resources, transportation 

limitations play a decisive role.  Some families cannot drive children themselves, and 

others have concerns about their children spending too much time on long bus trips and 

possibly being exposed to dangerous situations (Joshi, 2014).  Thus, residing in a high-

income district, higher family income, two working parents in the household, and having 

other children previously enrolled in private school are factors that predict private school 

enrollment (Davies, 2011). 

Another factor related to why parents choose private schools is how they gather 

information to select the school.  Some researchers have found that parents rely on 

shortcuts (Kahneman, 2003), such as social networks (e.g., neighbours, friends, co-

workers), or visual impressions from the school infrastructure (Schneider, Teske, & 
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Marshall, 2000) to gather information and make decisions.  Hastings, Van Weelden, and 

Weinstein (2007) studied the potential role of information in the school selection process.  

The authors analyzed variations in family decisions before and after receiving more 

information, finding that parents with more information about test scores and probability 

of college admission, chose schools with significantly higher academic outcomes. 

The theory in favor of the selection of private schools indicates that such schools, 

being liberated from many of the bureaucratic obstacles and political influences that limit 

the management of public schools, are better able to innovate and produce greater results 

by making more efficient use of available resources. 

Private schools would be more sensitive to the signs of demand, adapting 

their services to the preferences of families, which are expected to push 

the market to offer increasing levels of educational quality.  Parents 

should expect, then, that private schools be more effective than public 

schools. (Bellei, 2007, p. 288) 

A new element has emerged within the last 10 years in Europe in countries such 

as Germany, Spain, and Austria, that impacts parental school choice in favor of private 

education: the phenomenon of immigration from countries that do not speak the language 

of the host country.  This phenomenon has created imbalances in the rhythm of high-

demanding lessons in public schools because sometimes immigrant students slowing 

down the learning of others and has promoted the transfer of students to private schools, 

which for reasons of their cost, are not as accessible to children of immigrants. 

Middle-class families take most advantage of the opportunities that freedom of 

school choice offers in the educational market.  There are some studies in the U.S. that 
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substantiate this argument (Archbald, 1988; Armor & Peiser, 1998; Goldring & 

Hausman, 1999), demonstrating that students of socioeconomic advancement tend to 

participate in different private school programs more often than socially disadvantaged 

students.  The work of Ball, Bowe, and Gewirtz (1996) and Van Zanten (2007) in London 

and Paris, respectively, has influenced other studies on the subject in other European 

cities such as Berlin (Noreisch, 2007), Athens (Maloutas, 2007), Zaragoza (Bernal, 

2007). 

Ball et al. (1996)’s qualitative study of school choice in London identified the 

presence of three basic family positions defined based on the abilities shown by families 

to operate in the field of private school choice when accessing, processing, and 

comparing key information: the “privileged-skilled,” the “semi-skilled,” and the 

“disconnected.”  The first group is comprised of families with high economic and cultural 

capital; disconnected families are mainly working-class families.  Ball et al. and Van 

Zanten concluded separately that the most educated middle-class parents are those who 

end up selecting private schools for their children due to: greater information and level of 

reflexivity in the selection process, better access to privileged social networks, and 

greater capacity to cover certain costs of schooling (e.g., tuition, transportation, 

complementary activities, etc.).  These factors are associated with cultural, social, and 

economic capital of middle (and upper) class families.  The main motives guiding their 

respective choices in the context of a city such as London were: for privileged-skilled 

families, prioritization of quality of the school, academic performance, or their ability to 

adapt to the interests and personalities of their children; for semi-skilled families, 

prioritization of school reputation; and for disconnected families; prioritization of 
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proximity of the school to their home (Ball et al., 1996). 

The middle-class families studied by Van Zanten (2007) are not only those with 

the greatest strategic ability to assert their ability to choose, they are also those that show 

greater inclination to understand that “the school is the students who are going to the 

school” (Van Zanten, 2007, p. 251).  This demonstrates that it is the profile of the social 

composition of the school that is the basis on which the judgment of the “good” or “bad” 

quality of schools is based. 

In two studies about the school choice experiences of families in Barcelona 

(Alegre & Benito, 2012; Alegre, Benito, Gonzalez, & Chela, 2010) that combined the use 

of quantitative and qualitative techniques, a similar typology was distinguished.  

“Maximizing” families are highly concerned with the processes and results of school 

choice and had a clear competitive advantage in the field of access and manipulation of 

key knowledge on the playing field.  “Guarantor” families are concerned and capable of 

obtaining the basic knowledge of the field that provides a minimum foundation for their 

school choice.  “Displaced” families are excluded from access to key knowledge on the 

field and are outside of those concerns that motivate them to participate in school 

selection.  According to many of the studies on the field of private school choice 

mentioned above, significant alignments between the positional structures occupied by 

the families within a society’s socioeconomic structure are reflected in the patterns of 

how parents prioritize school selection. 

Some parents perceive that parent participation and parent communication with 

the school are more easily facilitated in private schools (Goldring & Phillips, 2006).  

From this postulation, it could be reasoned that perhaps because many private schools are 
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smaller and have fewer formal rules and regulations than public schools, parents believe 

that their children will have more opportunities for participation and communication with 

the school.  Goldring and Phillips (2006) suggested that parents are not necessarily 

leaving their public schools because of dissatisfaction.  Their analysis indicated that 

parent satisfaction with their child’s previous school had no effect on the likelihood that 

parents would consider a private school.  It seems that instead of leaving the public 

schools for negative reasons, some parents seek out private schools that they believe will 

help their children develop certain skills, such as a love of music, sculpture, or painting, 

that are not necessarily emphasized in public schools.  Other parents believe that their 

children should receive the emotional care they need according to their age, and prioritize 

this factor over others (Rutkowski, Rutkowski, & Plucker, 2012; Taylor, 1996). 

Taylor (1996) found that in Florida, 14 different factors influenced parents in their 

choice of a specific private school.  The first factor they value is that the school is able to 

meet the individual needs of their children.  They also desire a school compatible with 

their own values and philosophies.  In addition, parents looked for a school that they felt 

offered academic quality, religious values, small groups size, and proximity of the school 

to their home. 

Some studies show how school choice is influenced by the interest of parents to 

have their children educated in schools where their peers are of the same socioeconomic 

status, this the case in Chile (Elacqua, 2005) and in the United States (Jellison Holme, 

2003).  But Tooley and Dixon (2006), in an exhaustive two-year investigation in low-

income areas of Hyderabad (India), Ga (Ghana), the State of Lagos (Nigeria), and 

Nairobi (Kenya), discovered that most low-income families in these countries prefer 
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private over public education, with the main reasons pointing to a bigger commitment of 

teachers in private schools and the poor quality of public schools in these locations.  This 

finding makes the researcher aware that private non-denominational education is not only 

available to families with higher incomes and is motivated by social reasons. 

Davis (2011), in a study conducted in the State of Georgia, identified seven 

themes that parents listed as reasons for choosing a private school.  The top four themes 

in order of greatest frequency of occurrence were: perceived school characteristics, 

quality of education, physical environment, and extracurricular activities.  The remaining 

three themes that were noted by parents included the quality of teachers, Christian-based 

education, and class size. 

Another important aspect that has been rarely investigated thus far is the influence 

that the children exert on their parents in the process of choosing a school.  Adolescents 

who are better informed today through the Internet and social networks have more to say 

now than in the past about the school they want to attend.  “Parents decisions to place a 

priority on their children’s interests or the opinions of their children’s friends may 

suggest changing family structures, and the adoption of more child-centric modes of 

parenting” (Joshi, 2014, p. 419). 

Chapter Summary 

A comprehensive review was undertaken of the literature in the field of parent 

school choice to uncover the various reasons that have been found to date for the 

selection of private versus public education.  Among the most significant—apart from 

religion—that stand out are the quality of education, location, participation and being 

able to be heard, financial resources, and the previous education of the parents.  



 

 24 

Regarding the factors that influence that decision, neighbors', friends', and co-worker’s 

information and opinions also matter.  Little research has been done on the influence that 

children have on parents in making decisions on this topic. 

 Despite the knowledge on this topic, an international comparison to draw more 

common and perhaps more universal conclusions has yet to be undertaken, until this 

study.  In the next chapter the methodology employed to collect and analyze data 

regarding parent school choice across six school sites throughout the Western 

Hemisphere is explained. 
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CHAPTER III. METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this study was to better understand why parents from different 

countries choose private, non-denominational schools for their children’s education.  The 

overarching research question for this study was: What are the primary reasons why 

parents chose a private non-denominational school in Mexico, Spain, Costa Rica, United 

States, United Kingdom, and South Africa for their children’s education? 

To explore the research question in depth, the researcher considered the following 

five sub-questions in this study: 

1. How does the social context, defined as family traditions, affect parents’ school 

selection process? 

2. Do parents consider the money spent on private school as an investment or a 

burden and why? 

3. How important is the influence of parents’ previous personal experience as a 

student in their decision-making process? 

4. Why and how did parents select a private school? 

5. How do parents determine what is the “right” school for their child? 

Once these questions were explored, this study also provided an inferential 

analysis of why some of the reasons are the same in the countries included in this study, 

and why they may differ from one country to another. 

Research Design 

In grounded theory research, “the primary form of data collection is often 
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interviewing in which the researcher is constantly comparing data gleaned from 

participants with ideas about the emerging theory” (Creswell, 2013, p. 85).  Of the two 

methodologies that can be used in this kind of research technique, the researcher 

proceeded with the systematic procedure designed by Strauss and Corbin (1990) in which 

the researcher “seeks to systematically develop a theory that explains process, action, or 

interaction on a topic” (Creswell, 2013, p. 86).  Following this methodology, the 

researcher conducted interviews and focus groups to collect data to create units of 

information defined as categories composed of the different reasons put forth by parents 

to choose a non-denominational private, international school for their children. 

Study Sites 

The selected schools belong to two private educational groups that share the same 

mission statement and offer similar services in all of the countries where they operate.  

The administration structures and curricula are similar (with the exception of differing 

nationally-mandated curricular elements), which allowed a more effective comparison of 

the services offered to the parents of the students.  The nature of these schools is 

international, serving around 80% of a local population and 20% international, with a 

medium-high cost level financed entirely by the contributions of the parents.  The reason 

for choosing these schools is the possibility of carrying out a study that is as homologous 

as possible regardless of geographical diversity. 

The researcher is currently the Chairman of the Board in both groups, which 

allowed him access to the schools.  In his role, he has no personal contact or direct 

responsibility for specific decisions that may individually affect the children of the 

participants; in fact, some of them did not even know that the researcher had that 
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position.  Below are descriptions of each site in the order that the interviews and focus 

groups were conducted. 

The first school is located in city of Guadalajara, Jalisco, Mexico.  It was founded 

in 2003 and has a population of 556 students enrolled in grades prekindergarten (pk)-12.  

The second school is located in the city of La Coruña, Galicia, Spain.  It was founded in 

1958 and has a population of 723 students enrolled in grades pk-12.  The third school is 

located in the city of San José, Costa Rica.  It was founded in 1988 and has a population 

of 756 students enrolled in grades pk-12.  The fourth school is located in the city of Boca 

Raton, Florida, U.S.  It was founded in 1994 and has a population of 215 students 

enrolled in grades pk-12.  The fifth school is located in the city Grantham, Lincolnshire, 

UK.  It was founded in 1981 and has a population of 148 students enrolled in grades pk-

8.  The sixth school is located in the city of Cape Town, South Africa.  It was founded in 

1999 and has a population of 428 students enrolled in grades pk-12. 

Participant Recruitment 

After obtaining proper permission from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of 

Florida Atlantic University (see Appendix A), the first step was to contact the heads of 

each of the six schools to inform them of the purpose of this research, get their support, 

and plan the most appropriate dates for conducting the interviews and focus groups.  

Once the exact dates (between April and July 2018) were set, the researcher sent an open 

invitation to the parents to ask for their voluntary participation.  It should be noted that 

due to the differences in school calendars in each country, schools in Mexico, Spain, the 

UK, and the U.S. are on a different academic term than schools in Costa Rica and South 

Africa. 
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From those who showed interest, the participants were selected directly by the 

researcher who were not known personally by the researcher himself.  The criteria for 

selection included creating a broad representation of families and selecting those with 

children in different grades levels.  The researcher also selected the parents, making sure 

that there was a balance in gender.  Four people of each gender were in the focus groups 

and four of each gender were in the individual interviews, except in the schools of UK 

and the U.S. due to changes in participant availability and attendance in the interviews 

and focus group processes.  That was out of the researcher’s control. 

Selected parents were invited to attend the interviews and focus groups on pre-

determined dates.  Participants were all parents of preschool, elementary, middle, or high 

school students enrolled in the selected schools in each country that voluntarily gave their 

consent to participate (see Appendix B).  In the UK, only one mother and one grandfather 

“representing his daughter” showed up for the focus group despite the researcher having 

confirmed all the participants a week prior, thus forcing the researcher to carry out an 

individual interview with the mother that was added to the other eight individual 

interviews and cancel the focus group for the impossibility of reconvening it within the 

time available by the researcher while traveling in that country.  In the school in the U.S., 

only seven participants attended the focus group, and two of them were married to each 

other.  In the initial design of the research it was not considered that people with family 

relationships would both participate, and in no other country did this circumstance arise.  

However, the researcher decided that the group of seven participants was sufficient to 

carry out the focus group and accepted that both members of the couple participate.  

Also, in U.S. it happened that six females and only two males attended the individual 
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interviews as two male parents who were scheduled to participate had some 

inconvenience at the last moment and could not attend, sending their wives in their place.  

This circumstance may have slightly distorted the data of individual interviews in this 

country.  Parents were selected without regard to student achievement or other attributes 

except those indicated. 

The sample size was considered adequate for grounded theory research.  Thomson 

(2011) posited that the average sample size should be 25 interviews, but he recommended 

planning 30 interviews to fully develop patterns, concepts, categories, properties, and 

dimensions of a given phenomenon.  Warren (2002) suggested between 20 and 30 

interviews for a qualitative interview study.  In this study, the 49 interviews conducted 

were reinforced through the analysis of the five focus groups with the aim of achieving 

data saturation (see Table 1). 

Table 1 

Data Collection for This Study by School Location 

Location Interview Participants Focus Groups Participants Total 

Male Female Male Female 

Mexico 4 4 4 4 16 

Costa Rica 4 4 4 4 16 

Spain 4 4 4 4 16 

United States 2 6 3 4 15 

United Kingdom 4 5   9 

South Africa 4 4 4 4 16 

Total 22 27 19 20 88 
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Data Sources 

The data analyzed in this study came directly from parents in individual interview 

and focus group settings.  The data collection process was carried out from April to July 

2018 in all six countries.  The interviews and focus groups took place in the meeting 

room of each school between only the researcher and the participants.  A SONY IC 

recorder was used to audiotape the interviews and focus groups.  In the recording of the 

individual interviews the participants were never identified by name, but by means of 

codes previously assigned by the researcher that make reference only to the country, data 

collection method, and speaking order.  For example, the second participant from Mexico 

in an individual interview was labeled Mex-I-2 and the third participant from Mexico in 

the focus group was labeled Mex-FG-3. 

Interview protocols were created and employed for both data collection methods 

(see Appendices C and D).  The names of the participants in the interviews and the focus 

groups remain confidential.  The researcher obtained permission from the participants to 

audiotape their responses prior to the interviews and the focus groups.  The standard 

format of the questions was open-ended and focused on the reasons that the parents have 

for choosing a private school for their children’s education.  The literature guided the 

questions and was used to delve deeper into the issues that have been salient in the 

research. 

 Focus groups.  A focus group format was used to interview parents together.  

This was done in order to facilitate discussion and collect data following some of the 

concepts proposed by Berg (1995).  The researcher used a guided discussion format in 

order to glean as much as possible from the parents concerning their school choice.  Each 
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focus group had eight participants, except in the U.S. there were seven.  The focus group 

was audiotaped, and notes were taken. 

The researcher was the facilitator and tried to keep the discussion going, dealing 

tactfully with difficult or outspoken group members and trying to ensure that all 

participants were heard.  The researcher asked the questions and probes, but he did not 

participate in the dialogue or correct participants.  The length of each of the focus group 

sessions was approximately 60 minutes. 

Immediately after the session, the researcher wrote a quick summary of his 

impressions, and transcribed his notes.  The recordings, in which the names of the 

participants were never mentioned, were delivered to the company Go Transcript who 

made the transcriptions.  English was used in the South Africa, the UK, and the U.S., and 

Spanish was used in Costa Rica, Mexico, and Spain.  The focus groups that were in 

Spanish were then translated into English by the researcher with the help of the Google 

Translate app. 

Interviews.  Eight individual interviews were conducted in each school, except in 

the UK where they were nine, in order to discover if the answers of the participants in a 

private setting would differ from the answers provided in the focus groups.  The 

researcher ensured participant anonymity on all notes, audiotapes, and other field 

exercises conducted.  Each interview was audiotaped with permission, and notes were 

taken. 

The researcher asked the questions and probes following a specific protocol and in 

no way tried to influence or guide participants’ answers.  Immediately after each 

interview, the researcher wrote up a quick summary of his impressions, transcribed his 
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notes, and sent audio recordings were delivered to the company Go Transcript who made 

the transcriptions.  As with the focus groups, language used was English or Spanish 

depending the country.  Those in Spanish were then translated into English by the 

researcher with the help of the Google Translate app.  The interviews each lasted 

approximately 30 to 45 minutes. 

Data Analysis 

Data collected from participants were analyzed individually to reflect parents’ 

opinions and feelings regarding school selection.  Following Miles and Huberman’s 

(1994) concepts in qualitative data analysis, the researcher interpreted the data in order to 

make sense of the parents’ opinions that may include past-experiences, emotions, as well 

as personal thoughts.  All data collected were coded in order to identify their relevance to 

this study and to the research questions.  The coding and organization of the data were 

useful during the process of analyzing and drawing conclusions (Merriam, 2009).  In the 

process of coding, the researcher organized the data into categories and subcategories of 

information. 

The researcher keeped a reflective journal in order to avoid researcher bias and he 

tried to control previous or personal assumptions through reflectively writing about them 

in the spirit of increasing the transparency of the reseach (Ortlipp, 2008).  The researcher 

triangulated the data by comparing and contrasting various elements, facts, and assertions 

obtained from the interviews, focus groups, the literature, and the reflective journal.  The 

analysis involved establishing patterns and searching for correspondence between the 

opinions of parents of the different schools.  The correspondence in patterns of the 

parents’ expressions was represented in tables (see Chapter IV) showing the relationships 
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between patterns of data regarding past educational experiences, consideration of the cost 

as investment or burden, reasons for choosing a private school, influencers in the 

decision, and the social aspect. 

The researcher followed Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) guidelines for coding data 

when engaging in a grounded theory systematic analysis.  First, initial categories of 

information about the phenomenon being studied from the data gathered were formed; 

breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing the data 

through an open coding process.  Then, the data were assembled in new ways via axial 

coding, creating subcategories.  Finally, all categories were unified around a core 

category via selective coding.  The researcher looked for whether there were similarities 

or not between the results obtained in each iteration of data collection and analysis, in this 

case, in each of the countries in this study regarding the reasons for choosing a private 

school across cultures. 

The three types of coding were sequential, but after collecting additional data in 

the interviews, the researcher returned to analyze and recode data and used the insights 

from that analysis process to inform the next iteration of data collection.  This process 

continued until a theoretical understanding of the reasons for choosing private, non-

denominational education emerged.  Conformity and coherence of codes, concepts, and 

categories were important indicators for validation of the grounded theory developed. 

Once coding of the data commenced the codes were tracked creating hard copies 

of each code as they evolved and as their location within the emerging theory became 

clearer.  The constant comparison process generated codes that changed as the data 

analysis continued and this generated memos.  The early memos of the researcher detail 



 

 34 

the properties of the codes, but later, the memos indicate how the codes should be sorted 

and tentatively named the categories to which they belong.  “In sorting, the analyst is 

constantly moving back and forth between memos and a potential outline working with it 

so everything fits” (Glaser, 1978, p. 118). 

As the analysis progressed and the core categories emerged, the memos became 

more sophisticated.  Through the constant comparison of the emergent categories, ideas 

were developed to explore emergent relationships between those categories and also 

between codes.  The result of the process gave clear information to support a theory about 

the existence of parents’ reasons for choosing a private school for their children that is 

common to several countries. 

Delimitations 

Delimitations included the inclusion of participants only from one school in each 

of six countries and the exclusion of participants from other schools and countries.  Also, 

the individual interviews were limited to 45 minutes each, which did not allow the 

researcher to probe deeper for answers.  Finally, the focus groups were limited to 60 

minutes, which may have not brought out as much detailed responses as a longer focus 

group could have. 

Limitations 

This research was limited to the specific school locations and these precise 

settings make it difficult to replicate the study.  Another limitation was the number of 

countries involved in the study.  If it were possible to include more countries in the study, 

the conclusions might be stronger.  The fact that data were collected at different times 

during the school year could possibly have affected participant responses because the 
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emotional expectations that are held at the beginning of the school year may be different 

later in the year if progression of the academic program has not been academically fit for 

their children.  Political and national fiscal conditions in each country may have impacted 

participant responses as well. 

The researcher being the chairman of the group of the schools where participants 

enrolled their children introduced the limitation of researcher bias and potential bias in 

parental reporting.  Although numerous participants did not know that the researcher was 

in this position, a few parents who knew may have responded in ways that they thought 

the researcher wanted them to.  Lastly, the small sample size in each country based on the 

willingness of the voluntary parent participants was a limitation that may have impacted 

the breadth of responses. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter explained the qualitative research design chosen by the researcher to 

develop the study using a grounded theory methodology.  Analysis was based on data 

obtained from 49 individual interviews and five focus groups conducted in schools of six 

different countries, generating categories and subcategories that explain the reasons why 

parents chose private, non-denominational education for their children.  The chapter 

explained how the interviews and focus groups were carried out and the data analysis 

procedures that led to the study’s finding which are presented in Chapter IV.  The 

limitations and delimitations of this study were also explained. 
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CHAPTER IV. FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to better understand why parents from different 

countries choose private, non-denominational schools for their children’s education.  The 

schools that participated are located in Guadalajara, Mexico; La Coruña, Spain; San Jose, 

Costa Rica; Boca Raton, Florida, U.S.; Grantham, UK; and Cape Town, South Africa.  

All of these schools belong to the same educational organization and follow the same 

policies and practices in their operation.  In four sites, Mexico, Spain, Costa Rica, and 

South Africa, eight individual interviews were conducted with parents, as well as a focus 

group with eight parents participating.  In the U.S., eight individual interviews were 

conducted, but only seven parents participated in the focus group.  In the UK, nine 

interviews were conducted.  All interviews and focus groups were held in a meeting room 

at each of the schools. 

The analysis of the data started from the moment that the interviews began.  After 

reading the complete transcript of each interview, common ideas were coded and 

numbered.  The affirmations that the researcher considered most significant were 

transcribed verbatim and tables with the answers and graphics of the categories that were 

being defined were made.  Although the participants were always asked the same 

predetermined questions via the protocols, there were multiple topics within each 

response.  This led the researcher, in some cases, to request clarifications, allowing for a 

more detailed understanding of the answers given by the participants.  The data were 



 

 37 

reviewed after the participants had been interviewed individually or had participated in a 

focus group.  This process helped to create a grounded theory based on the responses that 

were produced in each school.  The findings were presented in narrative form, giving in 

each case, the demographic data of the participants and their schools.  In addition, tables 

that facilitated the coding of data were included.  The researcher also analyzed if the 

reasons for choosing private school are the same in all countries, or if they differed from 

one country to another.  The researcher created a reflective journal during the analysis 

process where he recorded some of his personal impressions and demographic data of the 

participants to triangulate and enrich the analysis of the answers. 

In this study, the names of the schools and the participants are not mentioned at 

any time and are only identified by the abbreviation of the country name, letters 

identifying their participation in interviews and focus groups, and speaker order numbers 

were assigned as labels for each participant. 

Participant Profiles and Findings in Mexico 

The first country where the study began on April 28, 2018, was Mexico.  Mexico 

is considered a developing country with an average per capita income according to that 

circumstance.  As in many other countries in the same stage of economic development, 

the economic differences between the different social classes are very distinct.  The 

interviews were conducted two months before the presidential elections, so there was 

great political activity in the country, which may have affected participant responses.  

The school where the study was conducted has a population of 556 students, serves levels 

pk to 12th grade, and is located in a suburban area of relatively high income.  All 

participants were of Mexican nationality.  



 

 38 

Mexico individual interviews. 

MEX-I-1.  Participant was a male; surgeon, father of three children in the 4th, 6th, 

8th grades, and very moderate in his answers.  He always meditated before answering and 

justified his opinions.  “Tener grupos pequeños y asignaturas específicas en inglés es muy 

importante para mi, no porque mis hijos necesariamente vayan a vivir en otro lugar si no 

porque hoy el mundo es global” (The small groups and specific subjects like English 

were very important to me, not necessarily because my children are going to live 

somewhere else but because today’s world is global), he stated.  He also highlighted the 

importance for him as a father to have access to teachers and the quality of the facilities: 

Yo pienso que lo que en nuestro caso nos hizo decidirnos por un centro privado 

fueron el equipamiento, la infraestructura y el tema del absentismo, asimismo la 

posibilidad de tener trato personalizado que ofrecen los centros privados, 

manteniéndonos informados y en contacto con los profesores de nuestros hijos. (I 

think that what made us choose a private institution in our case was the facilities, 

infrastructure and absenteeism matter, as well as the direct and personalized 

access private schools give, keeping us up to date and keeping us in contact with 

our children’s teachers.) 

He seemed to feel some discomfort when addressing the question regarding the social 

aspects that the choice of private school for his children may imply, “Sí, pienso que tuve 

en cuenta un poco, o bastante, el tema del entorno social también, no para decidir que 

colegio privado iba a elegir si no para elegir entre colegio publico o privado” (Yes, I 

think I took the kind of social environment a bit or a lot into account as well, not in 
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deciding which private school necessarily, but in the choice between a public school and 

a private one). 

MEX-I-2.  Participant was also a male and an industrial engineer with two 

daughters in the 4th and 7th grades.  He pointed out that he studied in public schools 

because in Mexico at the time he was a student, it was the only way to enter a public 

university and his family did not have the means to pay for private higher education.  

Married to a woman of Polish parents, he gives great importance to the promotion of 

internationality in the school: “Lo que me gusta de este colegio es que las competiciones 

se realizan por todo el mundo” (What I like about this school is that competitions are 

worldwide).  He also highlighted the closeness of the teachers: “Apreciamos de este 

colegio privado que la atención hacia los estudiantes es mucho más personalizada, los 

niños son bien atendidos y somos conscientes de ello” (What we appreciate about this 

private school is that the attention to students is much more personalized, children are 

being taken care of, we are aware of it).  Finally, he noted his concern for safety and the 

environment at the school: “Lo que me preocupa es el ambiente que las niñas pueden 

encontrar (en otros colegios), con temas de drogas o acoso escolar” (What worried me [of 

other schools] was the kind of environment that the girls would face, like bullying or 

drugs). 

MEX-I-3.  Participant was a female housewife and mother of two daughters in the 

9th and 12th grades.  Married to an Italian man, she gave great importance to discipline at 

school, “Me gusta la disciplina del colegio” (I like the school’s discipline).  She was 

concerned with the political situation in the country and the upcoming elections.  At the 

beginning, she stated that she does not care about the social aspects of taking her 
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daughters to a private school, but as she got deeper into her response, she recognized that 

the social aspect was an important factor in her decision.  Finally, she highlighted the 

importance of academic quality: “Fundamentalmente es el tema académico” (It was 

mainly the academics). 

MEX-I-4.  Participant was a male; engineer, a son in 1st grade, his wife is a 

public accountant.  Without being asked, he told the researcher that for him the English 

language level is very important and that is why he chose the school: 

Lo primero de todo fue el tema del inglés lo que me hizo elegir este colegio, como 

decimos aquí es bilingüe lo que engloba a todos los colegios que tienen un muy 

buen nivel de inglés.  Yo creo que los Maristas son muy buenos, pero tienen el 

problema del inglés que he mencionado, el inglés para mi está por encima de 

cualquier otra consideración. (First of all, it was the English language that made 

me choose the school, as they say here, is bilingual, which covers schools that 

have a very good level of English.  I believe the Marists are very good, but they 

have this problem with the English language, and as I have mentioned, English is 

above any other consideration.) 

It was his second marriage and he also had two grandchildren.  He lived two years 

in Japan, which seems to have had a great influence on his self-esteem: “Los Mexicanos 

piensan que son inferiores, esto duele mucho y no está bien. Los colegios públicos 

inculcan eso a nuestros hijos, a nuestros niños, y eso no es aceptable” (Mexicans think 

they are inferior and that hurts a lot, it’s not okay.  Public schools instill that to our 

children, to our boys, and that shouldn’t be accepted).  Finally, he positively values the 

“business” character of private schools.  “Los colegios privados son empresas, y como 



 

 41 

empresas deben luchar por conservar a sus clientes, por eso ellos necesitan dar un buen 

servicio.  Creo que los colegios públicos no tienen esa mentalidad” (Private schools are 

entrepreneurs, and as entrepreneurs, they fight to keep their customers, so they want and 

need to provide good service.  I believe public schools don’t have that drive), he stated. 

MEX-I-5.  Participant was a male real estate agent with a daughter in 1st grade.  

He worked for 10 years in a school of Opus Dei, a conservative Roman Catholic 

organization to which he feels close, but nevertheless he preferred to send his daughter to 

a non-denominational school since he considers religion a family experience: “Creo que 

esa es la ventaja que se puede tener al elegir un colegio privado, que promueve los 

valores que uno desea para sus hijos” (I think that that’s the advantage you can have 

when choosing a private school, that the school promotes the values you want for your 

children).  The international character of the school also has high value to him: “En 

primer lugar, que es un colegio internacional, multicultural” (Firstly, that it’s an 

international, multicultural school). 

It happened in this case, as in previous ones, that when the researcher asked about 

whether the participant considers the money spent on his daughter’s education a burden 

or an investment, he initially responded that it is an investment, but when the researcher 

offered him the possibility that they can be both, burden and investment, he changed his 

mind and took that position.  Learning from that exchange, in successive interviews the 

researcher kept the answer offered by the interviewees prima facie to avoid influencing 

participant responses. 

MEX-I-6.  Participant was a female employee of a chemical company with a 

master’s degree.  She had two children in 3rd and 5th grade at the school.  “El requisito 
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número uno que estaba buscando en una escuela privada era que fuera bilingüe, desde el 

principio” (The number one requirement that I was looking for in a private school was 

that it was bilingual, for starters), she explained.  The subject of academic quality 

appeared again with this participant as very important when choosing a school: “Hay un 

mayor compromiso por parte de todos, maestros y personal administrativo....El nivel 

académico es mucho mejor en una escuela privada que en una pública aquí en México, 

desafortunadamente” (There’s more commitment on everyone’s side, teachers and 

administrative staff….The academic level is much better in a private school than in a 

public one here in Mexico, unfortunately). 

She valued the social aspect differently than other participants.  In her case, she 

very much valued that most parents both work, so that children who attend school are not 

the children of “los más ricos de Guadalajara” (the richest in Guadalajara) to which she 

indirectly rejects for possibly having some links to drug trafficking: “No quería que 

fueran con los más ricos de la ciudad porque yo estoy entre ellos, pero sobre todo porque 

quería que fueran un poco más realistas” (I didn’t want them to go with the top of the city 

because I’m not at the top of the city, but especially because I wanted them to be a little 

more realistic).  Finally, the issue of values appears as an important category when 

deciding: “Lo que sí queremos como familia son más valores” (What we do need as a 

family are some more values), she stated. 

MEX-I-7.  Participant was a female; a lawyer with two children in 6th and 9th 

grades who is also married to another lawyer.  She meditated on her answers a lot, 

appreciating that in the school, many sets of parents both works.  She positively 

considered the possibility that her children have international contacts through the school: 
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“Me gusta mucho que tengan compañeros de todo el mundo, que sean blancos, que sean 

negros, que sean amarillos” (I like a lot that they have classmates from all around the 

world, that they’re White, that they’re Black, that they’re yellow).  She also valued the 

aspect of the school being non-denominational: “Quiero darles a mis hijos la libertad de 

elegir la religión que quieren practicar, y este colegio te da esa opción” (I want to give 

my children the freedom to choose the religion they want to practice, and this school 

gives you that option).  The fact that the school has a full school day from 8 am to 4 pm 

helped her in her family organization, and it stood out as one of the significant elements 

to choose a private school.  “La educación de mis hijos siempre será una inversión” (My 

children's education will always be an investment), she stated. 

MEX-I-8.  Participant was a female bank employee with a daughter in 10th grade.  

She considered the personalized attention of the teachers towards her daughter one of the 

most important elements for choosing a private school: “Hay una estrecha relación con 

los profesores” (There is a close relationship with the teachers).  She was fairly certain 

that in a public school in Mexico that would not be possible because of the low quality of 

public schools in the country: “En la educación privada, evidentemente, tu vas a pedir 

resultados” (In private education, evidently, you’ll be asked for results). 

Table 2 groups the responses of the individual interviews from Mexico and 

reflects the first categories created in this study.  The first column identifies the country 

of the school and the code assigned to the participant to protect his or her anonymity.  

The second column indicates whether the participant studied in a private school, in a 

public school, or both, and if his or her previous experience as a student affected his or 

her decision of school choice.  The third column indicates whether the participant’s wife, 
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husband, or partner studied in a private school, in a public school, or both, and if his or 

her previous experience as a student affected his or her decision school choice.  In this 

question the participant only responded if he or she effectively knew the answer.  The 

fourth column indicates whether the participant considers the payment of a private school 

as a burden, an investment, or both.  The fifth column includes the main reasons given by 

the participant to send their children to a private school.  In the sixth column the 

participant indicated who or what information helped him or her regarding school choice.  

The seventh column informed the researcher if the social relationship, referring to the 

contact that both students and their parents could establish with their peers in a private 

school, was considered an important factor when deciding to send their children to a 

private school.  Tables created for the other sites are similarly structured. 
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Table 2 

Mexico Individual Interviews Summary Data 

Part. Subject 

History 

Couple 

History 

Investment 

or Burden 

Reasons for 

Choosing a Private 

School 

Influencers 

for Deciding 

Social 

Aspect 

MEX-I-1 Both 

Yes 

Public Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Distance 

Bilingual 

Full school day 

Friends 

Family 

Very 

important 

MEX-I-2 Both 

No 

Both 

Yes 

Both Full school day 

Facilities 

Class size 

Bilingual 

International 

Friends 

Other parents 

Important 

MEX-I-3 Both 

No 

Public 

Yes 

Both Distance 

Academics 

Teacher access 

Facilities 

Values 

Class size 

Bilingual 

Company 

commitment 

Friends 

Internet 

School visit 

Not 

important 

MEX-I-4 Private 

No 

Both Both Full school day 

Distance 

Facilities 

Bilingual 

Family 

School visit 

Important 

MEX-I-5 Both 

No 

Public 

No 

Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Bilingual 

International 

Full school day 

Academics 

Friends Important 

MEX-I-6 Private 

Yes 

Public 

No 

Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Bilingual 

Full school day 

Academics 

Teacher 

commitment 

Values 

Family 

Internet 

School visit 

Important 

MEX-I-7 Both 

No 

Both 

Yes 

Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Bilingual 

International 

Full school day 

Friends Not 

important 

MEX-I-8 Private 

Yes 

 Investment Teacher 

commitment 

International 

Bilingual 

Schedule 

Internet 

Family 

Not 

important 
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In the analysis of this table, the researcher started to draw some ideas and created 

the first categories in the development of a grounded theory.  Half of the parents studied 

in both public and private schools and, therefore, know both systems; less than half of 

them took into consideration their previous experience in sending their children to a 

private school. More than half considered the social contact that their children have in a 

private school important. All considered the number of students per classroom a very 

important element in choosing a private school.  All considered bilingualism (English 

language learning) as a very important element in choosing a private school.  Five 

participants considered sending their children to a private school an investment another 

three a burden and an investment and none considered it just a burden “La educación 

pública puede ser barata, pero es una mala inversión.  Por el contrario, la educación 

privada es una inversión para garantizar mejores resultados académicos” (Public 

education can be cheap, but it’s a bad investment. On the contrary, private education is an 

investment to guarantee better results in the academic level) (MEX-I-3).  This makes this 

factor stand out as an important reason to choose a private school. 

The way in which everyone was informed about the school was from word of 

mouth with friends or family, and a school visit.  All but one considered the infrastructure 

and equipment (facilities) of the school an important element when choosing a private 

school.  One participant considered the business aspect of the school because he feels that 

as a private company, the school is obliged to provide better service to their students if 

they want to keep them enrolled and preserve their revenue.  And finally, the school day 

of classes with full-time presence of the student in the school was also expressed by all 

parents except one as an important element in their decision.  Thus, the researcher created 
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the following initial categories and subcategories (see Figures 2 and 3): 

 

Figure 2.  Initial categories. 

 

Number of students 
per classroom (class 

size)

Facilities (buildings 
and equipment)
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Bilingual (learning 
English language)

Full school day 

Distance (distance 
from student's home)

Internationalism 
(international 

character of the 
school)

Teacher commitment

Academics (academic 
quality)

Company 
commitment

Values
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Figure 3.  Initial subcategories. 

Mexico focus group.  In the focus group, a very different dynamic from that of 

the personal interviews developed.  Participants liked to highlight their family values in 

front of the rest of the group.  They made strong criticisms of public schools despite not 

being the target of the questions.  Some, in fact, put the poor quality of public schools as 

a primary reason to send their children to a private school, “Yo estudié la primaria en una 

escuela privada , y la intermedia y secundaria en una escuela pública y la diferencia es 

enorme” (I spent my middle school and high school, in a public school and opposed to a 

primary in a private school, and yes the difference is noticeable) (Mex-FG-5), which is 

something that had only come out once in this set of individual interviews.  In the group 

they talked more about themselves and their personal anecdotes than about the general 

issues that arose.  In some cases, they changed their initial responses influenced by the 

opinions of others who better argued their perspectives.  When they answered the 

question about the importance that they give to the social contact that their children have 

in a private school, they tried to be very careful, possibly due to not knowing the personal 

circumstances of the other participants in the focus group and not wanting to offend 

anybody, mentioning clearly that high income level does not necessarily imply high 

culture. 

MEX-FG-1.  Participant was a male, marketing manager with two children in 5th 

and 12th grades.  He was very participative, offering prudent judgments: “Es más fácil 

cuando son grupos pequeños” (It is easier when they are small groups). 

MEX-FG-2.  Participant was a male and an engineer with two children in 1st and 

5th grades.  For him, family values are shared by the school and represent the most 
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important reason to choose a private school: “Elegimos una institución privada en lugar 

de una escuela pública porque la primera tiene valores similares a los que yo, como 

padre, quiero darles a mis hijos” (We chose a private institution instead of a public school 

because the first one has similar values to the ones that I as a father want to give to my 

children).  He also identified the fact that the school has small class sizes that can impact 

educational quality: “Si un grupo es pequeño, es señal de cuánta importancia le está 

dando el colegio al estudiante que ingresa” (If a group is small, it is a sign of how much 

importance the school is giving to the student who is entering). 

MEX-FG-3.  Participant was a male; he is a general manager of a company with 

two children in 7th and 12th grades.  This participant was very concerned with the social 

contact that students may have with their peers within the school, but not on the financial 

capacity that other families may have.  He was more interested in other students having 

good education and good manner: “Más importante que el nivel socioeconómico es el 

nivel sociocultural que tienen los niños” (More important than socio-economic level is 

the socio-cultural level that children have). 

MEX-FG-4.  Participant was a male general manager of a multinational company 

with two children in 2th and 4th grades.  This participant was very critical of public 

schools and he manifested this in several of his interjections.  He felt that private school 

is the only possibility for delivery of a good education for his children: “El gobierno no 

garantiza esa buena educación, aunque te digan que esta escrito en la ley” (The 

government does not guarantee that good education, although they do tell you, it’s 

written in the law). 
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MEX-FG-5.  Participant was a female; she is a public servant with one son in 1st 

grade.  She greatly appreciated the fact that the school is non-denominational because she 

considers that the teaching of religion should be done in the family environment and not 

in the school: “Aunque soy católica, prefiero enseñarles la religión yo misma, en casa” 

(Though I’m Catholic, I prefer to teach them the religion myself, at home.).  She also 

supported the opinions of other participants regarding the importance of having small 

class sizes: “En grupos muy grandes, el profesor simplemente da la clase y luego se va” 

(In very large groups, the teacher just teaches the class and then leaves). 

MEX-FG-6.  Participant was a female businesswoman with two children in 7th 

and 10th grades.  She was very emphatic in the defense of small class sizes in the school, 

and it could be seen that she is a very decisive person.  “Creo que una cantidad reducida 

de estudiantes es importante tanto en el aula como en el colegio” (I think the reduced 

number of students is important in both the classroom and the school), she asserted. 

MEX-FG-7.  Participant was a female director of human resources of a local 

company.  She has two children in 1st and 3th grades.  She was the least participative 

person in the focus group, showing great shyness, which was surprising given her 

profession.  Her responses were limited to nodding in agreement or denying with gestures 

the opinions given by others on the different topics of discussion. 

MEX-FG-8.  Participant was a female; a housewife born in Chile with Mexican 

nationality and two children in 4th and 8th grades.  She had a very good impression of the 

school, and of private schools in general, believing that they are more demanding than 

public schools and allow students to better develop their skills: “La decisión que 

tomamos al enviar a nuestros hijos a un colegio privado no religioso me hace pensar que 
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pueden desarrollarse de forma un poco más intelectual” (The decision we made, sending 

our children to a private, non-denominational school, makes me think that they can 

develop a little more intellectually). 

 As is typical of a focus group, not all participants answered all of the questions 

(see Table 3).  Despite the effort of the researcher to balance the participation, some 

participants monopolized the time, leaving few opportunities for others to speak.  It is 

interesting to note that when the fact that the school is non-denominational was 

mentioned, all emphasized that they are Roman Catholics, but do not want to condition 

their children accordingly. 

The focus group served to triangulate and affirm some of the categories 

previously created from the data analysis of the individual interviews.  The researcher 

noted that the issue of class size reemerged as an important for seven of the eight 

participants.  The social aspect was important for five participants: “Para mi, el aspecto 

social es muy importante porque pienso que los amigos que haces en la primaria y 

secundaria son con los que van a ir creciendo contigo” (For me, it was important because 

I think that the friends and classmates that you have at primary and secondary school are 

the ones that you will grow up with) (MEX-FG-4). 

The facilities were important for seven participants.  Six participants considered 

the cost of the school an investment and only one considered it a burden and an 

investment.  Five participants highlighted Bilingualism as an important consideration, 

and the full school day was highlighted by three of them.  Also, a new subcategory 

emerged, diversity/multicultural, that had not appeared in the previous individual 

interviews.  
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Table 3 

Mexico Focus Group Summary Data 

Part. Subject 

History 

Couple 

History 

Investment or 

Burden 

Reasons for 

Choosing a 

Private School 

Influencers 

for Deciding 

Social 

Aspect 

MEX-FG-1 Private 

Yes 

 Investment Class size 

Teacher 

commitment 

Facilities 

International 

Bilingual 

Friends Not 

important 

MEX-FG-2 Private 

Yes 

 Investment Class size 

Values 

Full school day 

Friends Important 

MEX-FG-3 Both 

Yes 

 Investment Facilities 

Distance 

Bilingual 

Multicultural 

 Not 

important 

MEX-FG-4 Both  Both Class size 

Teacher 

commitment 

Facilities 

Academics 

Visit Very 

important 

MEX-FG-5   Investment Class size 

Facilities 

International 

Bilingual 

Full school day 

Values 

Family Important 

MEX-FG-6 Both  Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Bilingual 

Academics 

Diversity 

Multicultural 

  

MEX-FG-7 Both 

Yes 

  Class size 

Facilities 

Values 

Teacher 

Commitment 

Full school day 

Co-workers Important 

MEX-FG-8   Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Bilingual 

International 

Multicultural 

Previous 

knowledge 

from another 

country 

Very 

important 

 

Participant Profiles and Findings in Spain 

Spain was the second site where interviews took place in May 2018.  The country 
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is a member of the European Union, has a high income, and enjoys stability and 

outstanding economic growth.  The political panorama was threatened by the attempt of 

one region of the country (Catalonia) to separate itself from the rest of the country in 

breach of the Constitution, forcing the central government to intervene.  The school in 

this country has 723 students, is located in a middle-class urban area of the city and offers 

grades pk to 12.  It is located in the city of La Coruña, in the North of Spain where, in 

addition to Spanish, a second language is spoken, Galician. 

Spain individual interviews. 

SPA-I-1.  Participant was a female physician with a son in 8th grade at the school.  

Her older son studied in a public school and she was very disappointed with the 

education he received.  She spent more on private tutoring to support her older son than 

she has been paying for private school for her younger son: “Creo que en un colegio 

privado el profesor se preocupa más por hacer avanzar al niño y creo que ese mismo 

profesor es más consciente de lo que les sucede a los niños.  Ese es mi sentimiento” (I 

think in a private school it’s a teacher who cares a lot more about bringing the child 

forward and I think it’s a teacher who is more aware of what happens to children.  That’s 

my feeling). 

 SPA-I-2.  Participant was a female economist with two children in 3th and 7th 

grades.  Her husband was a strong supporter of the public school, but she had a very bad 

experience of spending one year in public school and she convinced him to enroll her 

children in private school.  She asserted that good students lose opportunities to grow in a 

public school: “Al final, todos somos humanos, y también necesitamos consejos, 

cercanía, y no sé si la escuela pública puede brindar ese apoyo, y las escuelas privadas si 
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lo tienen” (At the end we are all humans, we also need advice, a closeness, and I don’t 

know if the public school can give that support, and private schools have it). 

 SPA-I-3.  Participant was a male lawyer and public university professor with a 

daughter in 8th grade.  He demonstrated a good knowledge of the world of education 

from inside the system.  For him, the fundamental reason to prefer a private school was as 

follows: 

Prestigio, no solo en el sentido de un reconocimiento honorífico sino también 

prestigio sostenido por un buen nivel educativo y la transmisión de valores 

seculares, pero que son valores muy relevantes para el desarrollo de la vida….En 

una escuela privada se puede encontrar una mayor atención personal a las 

necesidades de cada alumno y, por otro lado, una mayor motivación por parte del 

personal docente….Al mismo tiempo, también se debe tener en cuenta que los 

recursos de las escuelas privadas son generalmente más eficazmente y mejor 

administrados que en las escuelas públicas. (Prestige, not only in the sense of 

honorary recognition but prestige sustained by a good level of education and the 

transmission of values with secular content, but with very relevant values for the 

development of life….In a private school you can find greater personal attention 

to the circumstances of each student and, on the other hand, a greater motivation 

on the part of the teaching staff….At the same time, it should also be borne in 

mind that the resources of private schools are generally more efficient and better 

managed than in public schools.) 

 SPA-I-4.  Participant was a male with a daughter in 5th grade.  This participant, a 

director of human resources in a mall, had another daughter already studying at the 
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university.  “Se está convirtiendo en una buena persona, está trabajando, la vemos 

involucrada, está feliz, está feliz con sus profesoras y sus compañeros….Esto es invertir 

en su futuro” (She is becoming a good person, that she is working, that we see her 

involved, that she is happy, that she is with the teachers and her classmates happy….That 

is, it is to invest in the future), he stated regarding his younger daughter’s attendance in 

private school. 

 SPA-I-5.  Participant was a female engineer with two children in 2th and 5th 

grades.  Her children, both gifted, attended a public school, but she later enrolled them in 

private school because she wanted more attention and challenges for them: “Además, la 

trayectoria, lo que nos dijeron personas que habían estudiado aquí, nuestros amigos, 

cuando visitamos el colegio, nos encantó.  Además, nos transmitió el tema de la 

tecnología, la atención al inglés...” (Also, the trajectory, of what told us the people who 

had studied here, our friends, when we visited the school, we loved it.  Also, what 

transmitted that to us, the technology theme, the attention to English…). 

 SPA-I-6.  Participant was a female housewife with two children in 7th and 9th 

grades.  She lived for several years in the UK.  During the interview she gave much 

importance to the social contacts that her children have in school: “Hablando en general, 

nos pareció que en un colegio privado tienen procedimientos más marcados, una mayor 

constancia” (Speaking it in common, it seemed to us that in a private school they have 

more marked guidelines, a constancy).  Equally, she highlighted the more personalized 

attention that children receive in private school: “En el (colegio) público, hay una falta de 

seguimiento de lo que hace el profesor” (With the public, there is a lack of follow up of 

what the teacher does). 
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 SPA-I-7.  Participant was a male; an engineer, CEO of a multinational company, 

with two sons in the 5th and 7th grades.  He took his children out of public school for the 

political imposition of the Galician language (vernacular language in Galicia) in 

detriment to the teaching of the English language: “La escuela privada, al fin y al cabo, 

tiene clientes y tendrá más clientes dependiendo de qué tan bien hagan las cosas” (The 

private school, at the end of the day, has some clients and will have more clients 

depending on how well they are doing).  He offered the researcher the following 

anecdote: 

Ella (una amiga de la familia) dijo, mira si os lo podéis permitir, no dudéis ni un 

minuto.  Era una maestra que había estado en una escuela pública toda su vida la 

que nos dijo esto.  Fue de gran ayuda para mí porque la renuencia de mi esposa a 

asistir a una escuela privada era mayor que la mía. (And she [family friend] said 

listen, if you can afford it, don’t hesitate for a minute.  A teacher who had been in 

a public school all her life told this to us.  It was a great help to me because my 

wife’s reluctance to attend a private school was higher than mine.) 

 SPA-I-8.  Participant was a male architect with three children in 1st, 2nd, and 3rd 

grades.  He valued the prestige of the school, well-known in the city.  His responses 

demonstrated that he felt that public schools are not good, even though neither he nor his 

wife ever attended one.  The social aspect was an important issue for him: 

Pero lo cierto es que hay algo en el carácter de los colegios privados que 

caracteriza a los estudiantes y que se ha mantenido de alguna manera….Y, por 

supuesto, existe también una proyección de prestigio social, cuando llevas a tus 

tres hijos con sus uniformes, la gente sabe más o menos cuál es el precio de esa 



 

 57 

escuela por mes, y piensan que si están pagando eso es porque están ganando 

mucho dinero. (But what is certain is that there is something in the character of 

private schools that imprints students that has been maintained in some 

way….And of course, there is a projection of social prestige, when you wear your 

three children in their uniforms, people know more or less what the price of that 

school is per month, and they say, if they are paying for this is because they are 

making so much money.) 

 In the analysis of Table 4, the researcher progressed in the creation of a grounded 

theory.  Of the six initial categories developed in Mexico, four of them were solidly 

reaffirmed: cost as investment, mentioned by the eight participants; class size, mentioned 

by seven of the eight interviewed; social contact, mentioned by six participants; and 

bilingualism, mentioned as an important reason to choose the school for six of the eight 

participants.  In addition, two participants mentioned company commitment.  Only three 

participants mentioned facilities.  The full school day was not mentioned by anyone.  It is 

possible that in this case the reason is due to the fact that in Spain (unlike in Mexico) both 

public and private schools have the same school day; therefore, no family can see a 

differential advantage.  Likewise, the facilities and equipment of public and private 

schools are similar, with the exception of technological equipment.  Perhaps that also 

explains the lower incidence of responses in this regard. 

Two new categories emerged in the interviews: teacher closeness/access, referring 

to the ease of access that parents have to communicate with teachers of their children and 

at the same time the closeness that their children have with teachers (probably both as a 

subcategory of the small class size); and academics, in the sense of academic quality of 
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the school, which appeared in Mexico as a subcategory mentioned only by three 

participants, and now became as a category after having been mentioned by six of the 

eight participants.  In addition, two new subcategories emerged: prestige/tradition of the 

school “bueno, por el prestigio del colegio y el de la institución a la que pertenece” (Well, 

because of the prestige of the school and the institution), (SPA-I-3) and discipline.  
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Table 4 

Spain Individual Interviews Summary Data 

Part. Subject 

History 

Couple 

History 

Investment 

or Burden 

Reasons for 

Choosing a Private 

School 

Influencers 

for Deciding 

Social Aspect 

SPA-I-1 Private 

Yes 

Public 

No 

Investment Class size 

Bilingual 

Teacher 

commitment 

Academics 

Non-

denominational 

No one Yes, but not 

essential 

SPA-I-2 Both 

Yes 

Public 

No 

Investment Class size 

Bilingual 

Distance 

Discipline 

Academics 

Teacher access 

Personal 

decision 

School visit 

Very 

important 

SPA-I-3 Private 

No 

Private 

No 

Investment Prestige 

Facilities 

Academics 

Values 

Bilingual 

Teacher 

commitment 

Former 

teacher 

Not important 

SPA-I-4 Both 

Yes 

Both 

No 

Investment Class size 

Happiness 

Company 

commitment 

Teacher closeness 

Academics 

School visit Not important 

SPA-I-5 Both 

No 

Both 

No 

Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Academics 

Bilingual 

Prestige 

Teacher access 

No one 

School visit 

Important 

SPA-I-6 Public 

No 

Public 

Yes 

Investment 

(long term) 

Class size 

Diversity 

Academics 

Prestige 

Facilities 

Family 

Friends 

Very 

important 

SPA-I-7 Both 

Yes 

Public 

Yes 

Investment 

(very 

profitable) 

Class size 

Bilingual 

Company 

commitment 

Teacher closeness 

 Important 
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SPA-I-8 Private 

Yes 

Private 

Yes 

Investment Class size 

Teacher 

commitment 

Teacher closeness 

Discipline 

Environment 

Bilingual 

Prestige 

School Visit Very 

important 

 Spain focus group.  In this focus group, a criticism of the points system used in 

Spain to assign enrollment in the public school’s system quickly emerged: “Nosotros 

encontramos que el Sistema de asignación de espacios en los colegios públicos, aunque 

se ha corregido un poco, es todavía muy ineficiente, por no decir insano” (We found that 

the system of allocation of the public school was corrected a little bit, but is still quite 

inefficient, not to say insane) (SPA-FG-6).  The researcher tried to redirect the 

discussion, and following the protocol, again explained that the reason for the focus 

group was not to criticize the failings of the public school´s system, but to highlight the 

reasons for choosing a private, non-denominational school. 

Most parents knew the school very well because of the prestige they perceive it to 

have in the city.  Proximity to the school was not mentioned by anyone as selection 

criterion.  Also, the majority considered the school being non-denominational as a 

positive value.  Although most of them were Roman Catholic, they did not want to 

combine this aspect of their children’s education with the teaching of other subjects.  

Unfortunately, despite the researcher’s efforts to redirect the dialogue, the last part of the 

meeting focused once again on personal anecdotes or criticisms of public education. 

 SPA-FG-1.  Participant was a female lawyer with two children in 1st and 7th 

grades.  She was also a former student of the school: 

En mi campo profesional, todas las personas con las que he trabajado siempre me 

dicen que se ve que has estudiado en una buena escuela porque tienes valores que 
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no se ven hoy en día.  Para mí eso es importante y es una razón destacable para 

decidir que mis hijos vengan a este colegio.  (In my professional field, with all the 

people I’ve worked with they always tell me, it shows that you’ve studied in a 

good school because you have values that are not seen today.  So, for me that’s 

important and it’s a merit to decide that my children should come to this school.). 

 SPA-FG-2.  Participant was a female; a transportation engineer and an 

entrepreneur with two children in 8th and 11th grades.  She offered: “Tuvimos 

referencias de otros padres con los que tuvimos trato a nivel profesional y siempre en 

conversaciones en el trabajo hubo comentarios, como: ‘Bueno, estoy muy contento con 

este colegio’” (We had references from other parents who, at a professional level, we had 

dealings with them and always in conversations at work because there were comments, 

such as: “Well, I’m very happy with the school”). 

 SPA-FG-3.  Participant was a male professor of economics at the public 

university.  His wife was a law professor at the same university.  They have a daughter in 

9th grade.  He shared: 

El tema de la cercanía, el tema de los valores inculcados en los niños, cómo 

desarrollarte en otros ámbitos de la vida en sí mismo te enseña, y a nivel personal 

puedo decir que la escuela privada me ha enseñado cómo lidiar con problemas en 

la vida una vez que salí de ella. (The theme of closeness, the theme of values 

instilled in children, how to develop in the realm of life itself teaches you, and at 

my personal level, a private school taught to me how to deal with life problems 

even once I left school.) 
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For him, values were also important: “Quiero enviar a mis hijos a una escuela donde 

existan valores” (I want to send my children to a school where values are offered). 

 SPA-FG-4.  Participant was a female doctor with a son in 5th grade.  “Los valores 

de arriba a abajo y de abajo a arriba son buenos” (The values from top to bottom and 

from bottom to top are good), she stated.  The sports infrastructure was not a very 

important issue for her: “La educación, los buenos modales, para mí son más importantes 

que un campo de fútbol” (Education, good manners, for me it’s more important than a 

football field).  She gave a lot of importance to learning English when she mentioned the 

bilingual nature of the school. 

 SPA-FG-5.  Participant was a male lawyer with a daughter in 11th grade and 

another daughter who already graduated from the same school four years ago.  He stated: 

En nuestro caso teníamos referencias muy positivas de algunos vecinos, algunos 

amigos, unos colegas y un compañero de trabajo que nos indicaron que íbamos a 

realizar una buena elección, vimos algo valioso (en la escuela) en términos de 

valores, el tema bilingüe también es importante. (In our case we have very 

positive references from some neighbors, some friends, some colleagues and co-

worker who pointed out to us that we were going in the direction of a good 

choice, we saw something (in the school) in terms of values, the bilingual issue 

also is important.) 

 SPA-FG-6.  Participant was a male businessman with two children in 10th and 

12th grades.  “Tu ves efectivamente lo que tienes a tu alrededor, y si está de acuerdo con 

tus criterios” (You look effectively at what you have around you, under your criteria so 

that it is shared), he explained.  He studied in a public school and at first, he was worried 
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about his children enrolling in private school because he thought they could be somehow 

isolated from reality: “Me preocupaba que mis hijos terminaran en un grupo cerrado, en 

una burbuja, pero ese no es el caso” (I was worried that my children would end up in a 

closed group, in a bubble, but that’s not the case). 

 SPA-FG-7.  Participant was a female housewife with two children in 10th and 

11th grades.  Her husband was a computer engineer and lived in the U.S.: “Nuestra 

principal razón para ponerlos aquí fueron unas personas que nos dijeron: ‘La escuela 

pequeña, y el tamaño de los grupos también’” (Our main reason for putting them in here 

was one of those people who said: “The small school, the size of the groups”).  The visit 

they made to the school before choosing it influenced them to make the decision: “Vimos 

esta escuela y nos gustó mucho que conocieran a todos por su nombre, creo que esto es 

fundamental, para mí como madre, me dio una gran seguridad” (We saw this school and 

we liked it very much that they knew everyone by name, I think this is fundamental 

because I as a mother gave me a very great security). 

SPA-FG-8.  Participant was a male veterinarian with two children in 1st and 7th 

grades.  He had no problems in publicly recognizing that the social aspect was important 

for him and his wife: 

Y, de hecho, nosotros (la pareja) decidimos lo mismo, esto es su herencia, estoy 

dispuesto a hipotecarme si es necesario para darles la oportunidad de estudiar en 

una escuela mejor….De cierta manera, también nos preocupa un poco proteger a 

los niños, es decir, en esta escuela o en una escuela similar, estamos buscando 

cierta homogeneidad en los niños de la clase. (And indeed we [the couple] also 

decide the same thing and look at this is your inheritance, I am willing to 
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mortgage me if it is necessary to have the opportunity to study in a better 

school….In a certain way we are also a little bit about protecting children, that is, 

maybe because of this school or in a similar one we are looking for a certain 

homogeneity in children.) 

 The same as was noted in Mexico, both in the focus group and in the individual 

interviews, the previous experience of the parents as students did not seem to have great 

influence at the time of choosing a private school (see Table 5).  Indistinctly, some 

participants studied in private schools and others in public schools, and that has not 

influenced them significantly either way.  At that moment, the researcher could not create 

any category in connection with this factor.  However, the consideration that it is an 

investment to send the children to a private school for seven of the eight participants of 

the group reappeared.  Likewise, the social aspect was important for five participants.  

The quality of the facilities and the schedule were again not mentioned by any of the 

participants, confirming what was already detected in the individual interviews in this 

country.  The rest of the answers were not significant and only mentioned some 

categories and subcategories created previously.  It is worth noting that one participant 

pointed out the fact that school meals are “like home made” was a reason to send their 

children to the school: “A ellos les encantó la comida desde el principio, era como hecha 

en casa” (They have loved the food from the beginning to the end; homemade food) 

(SPA-FG-8). 
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Table 5 

Spain Focus Group Summary Data 

Part. Subject 

History 

Couple 

History 

Investment 

or Burden 

Reasons for 

Choosing a Private 

School 

Influencers 

for Deciding 

Social 

Aspect 

SPA-FG-1 Private 

Yes 

 Investment Teacher access 

Academics 

Values 

Friends 

Family 

Visit 

Important 

SPA-FG-2 Private 

No 

 Investment Values 

Distance 

Teacher access 

Coworkers 

Friends 

 

SPA-FG-3   Both Teacher 

commitment 

  

SPA-FG-4 Both 

Yes 

 Investment  Friends 

Other 

parents 

Important 

SPA-FG-5    Class size 

Prestige 

Academics 

Coworkers 

References 

Family 

Important 

SPA-FG-6 Both 

No 

 Investment  Other 

parents 

Not 

important 

SPA-FG-7 Public 

No 

 Investment Class size 

Bilingual 

Academics 

Visit Somewhat 

Important 

SPA-FG-8 Private 

Yes 

 Investment Class size 

Bilingual 

Homemade food 

Family 

Friends 

Important 

 

Participant Profiles and Findings in Costa Rica 

Costa Rica is a developing Central American nation.  When the interviews were 

carried out, the country had just elected a new president a month before in a very close 

election race in which the Evangelical churches and the defense of Christian values 

helped decide the election.  This circumstance may have influenced some responses, 

especially in the focus group. 

Costa Rica invests more money in its public education in relation to its gross 

domestic product than any other country in Central America due to the fact that it is the 

only country in the area that does not have an army, which allows them to allocate more 

funds to improve public education.  However, the public education of the country, as 
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mentioned by the participants, has suffered strong deterioration in recent years as a result 

of union conflicts, lack of discipline, and little concern by the government.  The school is 

located in the suburbs of San Jose, the capital city of the country, and has a population of 

756 students enrolled in grades pk-11 (in Costa Rica, 12th grade does not exist). 

Costa Rica individual interviews. 

CR-I-1.  Participant was a female diplomat from Angola with two daughters in pk 

and 3rd grade.  She visited several schools in San Jose before choosing this one and 

greatly appreciated the policy of racial and religious non-discrimination.  She worried 

that her daughters would suffer bulling because of being Black: “Esa es la razón.  Creo en 

la igualdad, creo en la tolerancia con respecto a diferentes razas, religiones y creencias” 

(That’s the reason.  I believe in equality, I believe in tolerance with respect to different, 

races, religions and beliefs). 

 CR-I-2.  Participant was a male employee in a private company, with two children 

in 4th and 10th grade.  He came from a rural and very conservative area of the country 

and felt great personal progress that his children can study in a private school: “Ahora, la 

educación privada es la que, en mi opinión, proporciona eso, la que proporciona más 

valores, mayor disciplina, en comparación con la educación pública.  En mi tiempo, eso 

era diferente” (Now private education is the one that, in my opinion and from what I 

think, provides that, the one that provides the most values, the most discipline, compared 

to public education.  In my time, that was different).  First, he and his spouse had doubts 

about whether they had made the right decision when choosing the school: 

Entonces, empezamos a enamorarnos de la institución, porque vimos que es una 

institución muy sólida, con fuertes valores y mucha disciplina….La escuela no 
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puede crecer solo en infraestructura.  También tiene que crecer en calidad.  (Then, 

we started to fall in love with the institution, because we saw that it’s a very solid 

institution, it strengthened values a lot and has a lot of discipline....The school 

can’t grow only in infrastructure.  It also has to grow in quality.) 

 CR-I-3.  Participant was a female housewife with a daughter in 9th grade.  She 

appreciated the “atmosphere” of the school and especially that her daughter was happy at 

school: “Veo a mi hija muy feliz en la escuela.  Entonces, siento que el ambiente es 

perfecto” (I’ve seen my daughter very happy at school.  So, I feel like the environment is 

perfect). 

 CR-I-4.  Participant was a male businessman with two children in 6th and 10th 

grade at the school.  He cared a lot about the values his children learn at school and also 

gave great importance to the use of technology.  The personalized attention his children 

received at school was important for him: “Lo elegí por el hecho de que mis hijos son 

llamados por su nombre.  No son un número, y todos los maestros los conocen” (I chose 

it, the fact that my children would be called by their name.  They wouldn’t be a number, 

and all of the teachers know them). 

 CR-I-5.  Participant was a female housewife with a Mexican husband and a son in 

11th grade.  She had a good memory of both the public school and the private school she 

attended when she was a girl.  She especially liked the inclusive values of the public 

school.  This coincides with other parents interviewed regarding the deterioration of the 

academics suffered by the public school´s system during the past few years.  “El inglés 

era algo que era primordial aquí….Para nosotros, la educación es lo más importante que 

pueden tener, y no solo la educación académica, sino todo en general, los valores, su 
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capacidad de enfrentar al mundo…” (The English language was something that was 

primary here….For us, education is the most important thing they can have, and not only 

academic education, but everything, in general, values, their capacity to face the world).  

The academic quality was without a doubt the main reason she chose private school for 

her son: “El principal aspecto para mí es la calidad de la educación” (The main aspect for 

me is the quality of the education).  She is one of the few participants in this study who 

did not consider class size important: “Quizás la cantidad de alumnos en un grupo no sea 

determinante” (Maybe the number of students in a group is not determinant). 

 CR-I-6.  Participant was a male; a director of marketing with two children in 8th 

and 10th grades.  He and his wife made a table of pros and cons before choosing a school 

for his children.  “Otra de las razones por las que buscábamos una institución privada era 

la disciplina.” (Another one of the reasons why we were looking for a private institution 

was discipline.)  He expressed having very little confidence in public education: “Creo 

que la educación pública tiende a ser políticamente manipulada.” (I think that public 

education tends to be politically manipulated.) 

 CR-I-7.  Participant was an Italian male businessman whose wife is from El 

Salvador.  Their son was in 10th grade.  This extroverted participant was also very 

extremist in his judgments, extremely critical with the public schools in Costa Rica and in 

Italy, and especially critical of the Arab immigrants attending public schools in Italy: 

La disciplina es blanda en Costa Rica, pero en las escuelas públicas, no hay 

ninguna disciplina….Hasta que el Estado asuma cierta responsabilidad y diga: 

“La escuela es para estudiar, no para ser perezoso, no para alimentar esta 

pseudodemocracia que nos hunde a todos.”  Nunca enviaré a mi hijo a una escuela 
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pública.  (It’s a soft discipline in Costa Rica, but in public schools, there’s no 

discipline at all….Until the State takes some responsibility and says, “The school 

is to study, not to be lazy, not this pseudo-democracy that sinks us all.”  I’ll never 

send my son to a public school.) 

Undoubtedly, he considered private education as an investment: “Lo único que puedes 

dejar a tus hijos es la educación” (The only thing you can leave your children is 

education). 

 CR-I-8.  Participant was a male chemical engineer and entrepreneur with two 

children in 5th and 11th grades.  He and his wife studied at one of the best public schools 

in the country, but he recognized that public schools are a problem today.  He also 

considered himself a “man of the people” because he came from the rural area of the 

country.  “Las escuelas públicas solían ser más exigentes, en disciplina, nivel académico 

y otras cosas.  Se exigía mucha mayor dedicación de los maestros.  Ahora es como si no 

les importara” (Public schools used to be more exigent in discipline, academics, and other 

things.  They demanded a lot more attitudes from their teachers.  Now it’s like they don’t 

care), he lamented.  He was very proud and satisfied with what the school offered his 

children: “Realmente nos gustó la educación integral de la escuela….Ellos están felices, y 

uno está feliz de saberlo” (We really liked the school’s integrity of the education….They 

are happy, and one is happy to know that). 

 The analysis of the data obtained from the individual interviews in Costa Rica 

confirmed several reasons previously mentioned by the parents in Mexico and Spain, 

consolidating the categories created.  Again, eight participants considered class size 

important or very important, felt the cost of private school was an investment, and this 
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time, that the facilities were an important factor in their decision.  Social contact and 

English language were reasons also considered by seven of the eight interviewed.  Two 

participants considered the full school day an important reason to choose a private school 

but given this low number and that there were no previous mentions in Spain, made the 

researcher think that this is probably not an important reason on a general level (it could 

only be important in Mexico and the countries where the public schools do not have full 

school day).  Thus, full school day was reframed as a subcategory.  “No matter how 

enamored the investigator may be of a particular concept, if its relevance to the 

phenomenon under question is not proven through continued scrutiny, it must be 

discarded” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p .7).  On the other hand, the academic issue was 

again highlighted by half of the participants and maintained the consideration of category 

as noted in the analysis of the data obtained in Mexico and Spain. 

Regarding the subcategories, all those prior were mentioned again except 

diversity and company commitment, and four new subcategories arose: school 

environment, mentioned by four participants; happiness of students, mentioned by three 

(“ellos están contentos, y yo también estoy contento por ello.  Esto incluso me da 

tranquilidad en mi trabajo” [they are happy, and one is happy to know that.  And one 

even has some more tranquility at work] [CR-I-8]); and safety and technology, each 

mentioned once (see Table 6). 
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Table 6 

Costa Rica Individual Interviews Summary Data 

Part. Subject 

History 

Couple 

History 

Investment 

or Burden 

Reasons for Choosing a 

Private School 

Influencers 

for Deciding 

Social 

Aspect 

CR-I-1 Public 

Yes 

Public 

Yes 

Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Prestige 

Academics 

Teacher access 

Environment 

School visit 

Family 

Not 

important 

CR-I-2 Public 

Yes 

Public 

Yes 

Investment Distance 

Facilities 

Class size 

Bilingual 

Prestige 

Discipline 

School visit Important 

CR-I-3 Private 

Yes 

Both 

Yes 

Investment Academics 

Facilities 

Values 

Class size 

Bilingual 

Environment 

Happiness of students 

Co-workers 

School visit 

Important 

CR-I-4 Public 

Yes 

Public 

Yes 

Investment Academics 

Teacher commitment 

Facilities 

Bilingual 

Class size 

School visit 

Secretary of 

Education 

public 

information 

Important 

CR-I-5 Both 

No 

Public 

No 

Investment Class size 

Bilingual 

International 

Full school day 

Academics 

Technology 

School visit 

Headmaster 

charisma 

Very 

important 

CR-I-6 Both 

Yes 

Private 

Yes 

Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Prestige International 

Non-denominational 

Family 

Friends 

Important, 

but not too 

much 

CR-I-7 Public 

Yes 

Private 

Yes 

Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Bilingual 

Discipline 

Safety 

Teacher access 

Environment 

Online 

research 

School visit 

Important, 

but not 

essential 

CR-I-8 Public 

No 

Public 

No 

Investment 

for the 

future 

Full school day 

Bilingual 

Class size 

Facilities 

Happiness 

Teacher access 

Distance 

Online 

research 

Friends 

School visit 

Yes 
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 Costa Rica focus group.  In this focus group, the researcher tried, as in the 

previous two sites, to validate data coding of the individual interviews by means of 

triangulation with that of this data collection session.  As in previous cases, some 

responses influenced the views of other parents by changing their initial opinions.  

Sometimes the meeting drifted to participants sharing stories and anecdotes that could 

theoretically enrich the development of grounded theory but contributed little to the 

growth of theory in the present study. 

It is striking that when it comes the issue that they have chosen a non-

denominational school, all participants emphasized that they are Christians.  It seems that 

socially it may be frowned upon to be an atheist or follower of another creed.  It may be 

that this circumstance is indirectly influenced by the recent presidential elections in the 

country where the religious issue has been very present in the proposals of electoral 

candidates.  Several participants highlighted seeing the school as preparation for a 

globalized world.  Lastly, all agreed that class size was an important element when 

choosing a private school versus a public one.  This confirmed this category as one of the 

most consistent and influential that emerged from this study. 

CR-FG-1.  Participant was a male businessman with two children in pk and 1st 

grades.  He emphasized both the academic and social aspects of the school as important 

factors for its selection: “Estoy buscando una buena escuela académicamente hablando, 

pero que también brinde a los niños la posibilidad de interactuar con otras cosas” (I’m 

looking for a good school academically speaking, but that also gives children the 

possibility to interact with other things).  Also, this participant positively assessed the 

school day: “La jornada escolar completa también es una ventaja.  Es muy adecuada para 
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personas que trabajan en horario comercial” (The full school day is also an advantage.  It 

is very suitable for people who work on business hours). 

 CR-FG-2.  Participant was a male lawyer with three children in kindergarten, 4th, 

and 8th grades.  This participant emphasized with great insistence the importance of 

technology: “El acceso a la tecnología, esta escuela siempre ha estado a la vanguardia de 

todo lo relacionado con la tecnología” (Access to technology, this school has always been 

at the forefront of everything related to technology).  For him the social factor that most 

parents are middle class was important too: “Me gusta la escuela porque no es ni mucho 

ni poco.  Me gusta eso, aunque pagamos mucho, es socialmente aceptable, en el sentido 

de que no se habla de lo que cada uno tiene” (I like the school because it is neither too 

much nor too little.  I like that although we pay a lot, it is socially stable, in the sense that 

they don’t talk about what we have). 

 CR-FG-3.  Participant was a male car dealer.  He had a daughter in 6th grade.  He 

has assumed that there is a great difference between public and private education in the 

country: “En Costa Rica, la educación pública no tiene el mismo nivel que la educación 

privada” (In Costa Rica, public education does not have the same level as private 

education).  He explained that for him and his wife, the school choice was a long and 

thoughtful process: “Es muy complicado porque no existe una escuela perfecta” (It’s very 

complicated because there is no such a thing as a perfect school).  He considered the 

expense as an investment and highlighted the importance for him that his daughter is 

happy in school: “El mejor legado que uno puede dar a sus hijos es una buena educación 

... La mejor escuela es aquella en la que los niños son felices” (The best legacy you can 



 

 74 

give your children is a good education….The best school is the one where children are 

happy). 

 CR-FG-4.  Participant was a female housewife with a daughter in 6th grade.  She 

was not very explicit and participated sparingly in the dialogue of the focus group, giving 

the impression of being a very shy person.  She did share that she believes “Las escuelas 

privadas tienen actividades extracurriculares con, quizás, un mayor refuerzo en un 

segundo idioma y también una educación más personalizada” (Private schools have, 

extracurricular activities with, perhaps, a greater reinforcement in a second language and 

also a more personalized education). 

 CR-FG-5.  Participant was a female banking agent and a former student of the 

school with twin sons in 2nd grade and a daughter in 8th grade.  Most of her interjections 

were in support of the opinions expressed by other participants.  She was very proud that 

her children studied in the same school where she did: “Crecí aquí. No puedo imaginar 

otro Sistema” (I grew up here.  I can’t imagine another system). 

CR-FG-6.  Participant was a male doctor with a son in 8th grade.  For this 

participant there were two decisive factors for choosing the school: the school day and 

the facilities.  He expressed: 

Todo estaba relacionado con la jornada escolar porque mi esposa y yo trabajamos 

turnos largos y con la jornada escolar completa podemos ajustarnos….Los 

escritorios y las sillas nos impresionaron mucho.  En otra escuela privada que 

visitamos, estaban dañadas, viejas y feas. (Everything was related to the school 

day because my wife and I work long shifts and with the full school day we barely 

adjusted….The desks and the chairs impress us a lot.  In another private school we 
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visited, they were damaged, old, and ugly.) 

CR-FG-7.  Participant was a female housewife with two children in 6th and 9th 

grades.  Again, with this participant came the theme of children being happy at school.  

Although it was a previously mentioned aspect, in this case it reached a fundamental 

relevance: “Queremos que sean felices porque eso es muy importante para nosotros, 

verlos felices al ir a la escuela” (We want them to be happy because that is very 

important, to see them happy about going to school). 

CR-FG-8.  Participant was a female marketing director with a son in 11th grade at 

the school.  The academic aspects, especially English instruction, were the factors that 

this participant valued most: “Mis hijos vienen aquí para recibir un trato más 

personalizado y para tener acceso a la educación en un segundo idioma” (My children 

come here to receive more personalized treatment and to have access to second language 

education). 

This focus group in Costa Rica allowed for the consolidation of some of the 

previous subcategories and reasons that were fit into new subcategories (see Table 7).  

Participant CR-FG-2 gave as a reason for choosing the school the open spaces and 

beautiful gardens, coded as spaces/gardens.  The researcher subcategorized it under the 

category of facilities.  The social aspect and bilingualism were important for five of the 

participants.  The facilities were important for six participants and small class size for 

four, confirming what previous participants in Costa Rica, Mexico, and Spain stated.  

Extracurricular activities appeared as a new subcategory, which was placed under the 

academics category, and a sports subcategory was added as an independent subcategory. 

Arriving at this study in the middle of its development, it is important to mention 
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that the external factors that influenced parental school choice were very similar and 

included: family or friends (word of mouth), school visits, Internet research, and the 

opinion of other parents whose children were already enrolled in the school.  This has 

been seen continuously in both the focus groups and the interviews conducted so far. 

Table 7 

Costa Rica Focus Group Summary Data 

Part. Subject 

History 

Couple 

History 

Investment 

or Burden 

Reasons for Choosing a 

Private School 

Influencers 

for Deciding 

Social 

Aspect 

CR-FG-1   Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Academics 

Distance 

Teacher access 

Full school day 

International 

Bilingual 

Friend 

Other 

parents 

Important 

CR-FG-2    Facilities 

Technology 

Sports 

Spaces/gardens 

Personal 

decision 

Important 

CR-FG-3 Private 

Yes 

Private 

Yes 

Investment International 

Happiness of students 

Bilingual 

Distance 

Class size 

Former 

students 

 

CR-FG-4   “The best” 

investment 

Teacher commitment 

Class size 

Extracurricular 

activities 

Bilingual 

  

CR-FG-5 Private 

Yes 

 Both International 

Facilities 

Happiness of students 

Bilingual 

Prestige 

Former 

student 

Very 

Important 

CR-FG-6   Investment Facilities 

Full school day 

Maintenance 

Other 

parents 

Important 

CR-FG-7 Private 

Yes 

Private 

No 

Both Facilities 

Happiness of students 

Full school day 

School visit  

CR-FG-8   Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Extracurricular 

activities 

Bilingual 

Other 

parents 

Important 
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Participant Profiles and Findings in the United States 

The individual interviews and the focus group were held in the U.S. on May 15 

and 18, 2018.  The country has the largest economy in the world with one of the highest 

per capita income levels on the planet, and at the time of this study was experiencing 

great economic growth with the stock market rising to historic maximum levels.  On the 

other hand, there was a strong climate of political confrontation around issues such as 

immigration, sexual harassment, and the sale and possession of firearms.  Three months 

earlier there was a shooting in a school in Parkland, Florida—geographically close to the 

site where the interviews were conducted—that left 17 fatalities.  This circumstance may 

have influenced some responses.  The school selected is located in Boca Raton, Florida in 

a suburban residential area of middle to upper class families.  It has a population of 215 

students enrolled in grades pk-12. 

 United States individual interviews. 

US-I-1.  Participant was a female housewife whose adopted daughter is in 12th 

grade.  She admitted that it is fortunate to be able to pay for a private school; her image of 

public schools in South Florida was that they provide poor education: “We were looking 

for the perfect environment for her and the best education that we could give her.”  She 

appreciated the availability of time and the easy access to the teachers of the school to 

resolve doubts and inform her about the educational process that her daughter 

experienced: “The teachers have time to get the parents involved or notify the parent 

when help is needed.” 

 US-I-2.  Participant was a female, employee in a mall, with a son in 12th grade at 

the school and another son who had already finished school.  She was originally from 
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Texas but had been living in Florida for 15 years.  She had a good memory of the public 

school she attended in Texas; however, her assessment of public schools in Florida was 

not as good.  She recognized that she could send her son to a private school thanks to a 

scholarship that partially covered the costs: 

I was really worried about my own children in middle school.  And that’s when 

we decided to put our boys in middle school here, because that’s when some of 

the friends that they make and influences in their lives can be either really good or 

really bad…. I think the demographics are different here in Florida, as compared 

to Texas.  And so, he knew that some of the public schools would not be the best 

place for our kids, and that’s why he was in private. 

She also gave great importance to the values and behaviors that children learn at home 

and not only at school: “I think the investment, not financial, but the investment in time 

of a parent, and doing that for their child, is reflected in the child’s character.” 

 US-I-3.  Participant was a female realtor with a daughter in 10th grade.  Her 

family had lived in several countries and although she was Roman Catholic, her daughter 

previously attended a Presbyterian school.  She liked a non-denominational school for the 

freedom of thought that it allows students.  She considered that the money she paid to the 

school was an investment in her child for a lifetime: “Education is one of the few things 

that you can give a child, and no one can take away from them ever.”  She valued the 

safety offered by a private school and the fact that everyone knew her daughter by name: 

I need the sense of security, and that my child, my family, and me as a mom we’re 

not a number, and that they care…. Public schools in general need to fill the form.  

They have to do this, that’s where they get the money. 



 

 79 

 US-I-4.  Participant was a female with two children in 4th and 7th grades.  She 

enjoyed the fact that the school offered an international education and that bullying is not 

allowed inside the classrooms, explaining these as the main factors for choosing the 

school.  She also considered class size important when choosing the private school: “I 

consider that the most positive aspect is the number of kids per classroom.”  She 

positively highlighted the quality and access to teachers: 

I think that the quality of the teachers is also important.  Not because there aren’t 

good teachers in public schools, but because in a private one you have more 

access to talk to them, to the administration, to fix problems. 

The way she searched for a school was similar to those already indicated in other 

countries: “We started looking into the list of private schools in Boca, and of course we 

asked friends, but we also searched online.”  Finally, she valued the school environment 

positively: “The kids’ environment is really important for us.” 

 US-I-5.  Participant was a female retail shop manager with two children in 5th 

and 7th grades.  She was originally from Tennessee and had a very good memory of the 

public school where she studied, however her husband had a terrible memory of the 

public school in Dade County he attended: “Private school feels more open and more 

welcoming, verse the public school…. In a public school, I feel like my child is a 

number….The relationship between the teacher and the child is the benefit here.”  She 

also gave a lot of importance to the social aspect and the relationships that could be 

established through the school, for both children and parents: “When you have, in 

general, parents that are involved in their children’s lives, you have children that are 
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better behaved….I want my children surrounded with children who have goals to go onto 

higher education.” 

 US-I-6.  Participant was a female housewife with two children in 3rd and 6th 

grades.  Born in Canada, she was completely critical of public schools.  She admitted that 

she had a bad personal experience when she was a student in public school.  She believed 

that in public school, children are not motivated, and bullying is allowed: 

Under no circumstance was I going to allow my children to go to public school in 

the United States, period….We’re spending over $50,000 a year to send our 

children to school; and frankly, I think that education is a service that the 

government should be able to provide, but they can’t seem to do that here in this 

country.  So, I will just make the sacrifice and send my children to private 

school….The children have more access to resources in the private schools….I 

also feel that the teachers are generally happier teaching in the private schools, 

and that reflects on their attitude and interaction with the students. 

 US-I-7.  Participant was a male engineer born in India and married to an 

American woman with twin daughters in 1st grade.  Before moving to Florida, they lived 

in Seattle, Washington where there are generally good public schools, but they prefer a 

private school because they had a bad experience: “In India, public schools are not good 

at all…. Seattle has very good public schools.  So, we had full intention of sending our 

kids to public schools,” but, “There were a couple of security incidences at the school 

that made us re-think public schools.”  He was very interested in the social contact 

offered by a private school and felt that as a parent, he had more power than if his girls 

attended public school: 
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We felt we would have more control over the demographic in a private school, 

where parents really care more for the kids, involved in the kids’ education….I 

think, in private schools, because of the nature of private schools, I feel like I’m a 

lot more empowered. 

 US-I-8.  Participant was a male businessman with a son in 6th grade.  It seemed 

important to him that his son had the opportunity to interact with other students who were 

also very motivated to learn and were not indolent.  He also highlighted the commercial 

aspect of a private school, which must provide good service if it wants to keep its 

customers: “I think there is more connection between the teachers and the parents and 

there’s better feedback because the private school is more interested in keeping the 

students and the parents happy.” 

The individual interviews carried out in the U.S. confirmed several of the 

categories detected in the three previous countries, Mexico, Spain, and Costa Rica, but at 

the same time it forced the researcher to reflect on the importance of others (see Table 8).  

In this way it was possible to observe that class size was again highlighted by all of the 

participants as an important reason when selecting a school.  Seven participants also 

mentioned the importance of social relations.  Half of the participants considered school 

cost an investment, while the other half considered it both an investment and a burden. 

The effect of previous educational experience of the parents when choosing a 

private school again confirmed that this topic does not likely have fundamental 

importance in school choice.  Six of the participants stated that it did not influence them, 

and when they referred to the opinion of their partners, in most cases they felt that it did 

not have any influence. 
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The category of environment was important for half of the participants, and 

security, which is a subcategory of environment, was also important for two of those 

same participants regarding school choice.  Facilities were important for half of the 

participants, which appears to confirm earlier data that noted it was only an important 

aspect in the two countries with the lowest per capita income, Mexico and Costa Rica, 

where public schools do not have good infrastructure.  It was not so important in Spain 

with a much higher per capita income and where public schools have good infrastructure. 

Another interesting aspect of the analysis of these interviews is the verification 

that only one participant considers bilingualism (in this case, learning Spanish as a 

second language) as an important reason to choose a private school.  Later, this was 

confirmed both in the focus group held in the U.S. and in the interviews conducted in the 

UK and South Africa, places where English is the first language.  In such countries, the 

importance of mastering a second language is of no interest to parents.  They may have 

assumed that the language of business and common interaction, or lingua franca that 

connects the world, is English; thus, it was not necessary to master a second language.  

However, the international character of the school was mentioned as an important reason 

to choose it by more than half of the participants, indicating that it did matter to them that 

their children had access to a broader vision of the world through their education. 

Finally, teacher access was also highlighted by five of the participants, 

corroborating the previously established category.  It became clear at this point that 

closeness with teachers was one of the aspects of private education consistently valued by 

the parents of at least two countries, Spain and Costa Rica.  Regarding the facilities, these 

were highlighted by four of the seven participants, which means that they should be 
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considered as an important factor in choosing a private school, even though this 

contradicted the data collected from another high GDP country, Spain.  Perhaps in the 

U.S., the overpopulation of students in South Florida and the fact that many public 

schools expand their facilities through temporary structures, influenced participant 

responses.  It became apparent in the UK that similar to Spain, facilities were not a 

deciding factor.  The rest of the subcategories were of low incidence and similar to that of 

the other countries previously analyzed. 

In this stage of the study, the concordance of many of the responses allowed the 

researcher to more clearly establish the main categories (see Figure 4), and those two 

categories, bilingual and full school day only affect certain parents due to specific 

circumstances in their country.  The fact that a school is bilingual seems to be important 

only for parents from countries where English is not the first language.  The issue of 

extended school day seems to be a very important factor only in Mexico where public 

schools have shorter class schedules than do private ones. 
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Table 8 

United States Individual Interviews Summary Data 

Part. Subject 

History 

Couple 

History 

Investment 

or Burden 

Reasons for 

Choosing a Private 

School 

Influencers for 

Deciding 

Social 

Aspect 

US-I-1 Public 

Yes 

Public 

No 

Investment Class size 

Academics 

International 

Teacher access 

Environment 

School visit 

Local 

advertising 

Word of mouth 

Friends 

Not 

important 

US-I-2 Public 

No 

Private 

Yes 

Investment Class size 

Bilingual 

Teacher commitment 

International 

Internet 

Friends 

Important 

US-I-3 Private 

No 

Public 

No 

Investment Facilities 

Values 

Class size 

Discipline 

International 

Teacher access 

School visit 

Head of her 

former school 

Important 

US-I-4 Both 

No 

Both 

No 

Both Class size 

Academics 

Safety 

Teacher access 

Environment 

Non-denominational 

Internet 

Friends 

Important 

US-I-5 Public 

No 

Public 

Yes 

Investment Class size 

International 

Environment 

Distance 

Teacher access 

Internet Very 

important 

US-I-6 Public 

Yes 

Both 

No 

Both Class size 

Facilities 

Happiness of students 

Teacher commitment 

 Important, 

but not too 

much 

US-I-7 Private 

No 

Public 

No 

Both Class size 

Facilities 

Academics 

Safety 

Environment 

Teacher commitment 

Company 

commitment 

School visit Important, 

but not 

essential 

US-I-8 Public 

No 

Public Both Class size 

Facilities 

Prestige 

Teacher access 

Sports 

International 

Company 

commitment 

Internet 

Friends 

School visit 

Important 
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Figure 4.  Updated categories and subcategories based on the iterative analysis process.  
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 United States focus group.  The participants US-FG-1 and US-FG-2 were 

married to each other.  As already explained, this focus group had only seven of the eight 

expected participants due to the fact that two of the participants who had previously 

confirmed their attendance did not show up and one of them was replaced by the wife of 

another participant who accompanied him. 

US-FG-1.  Participant was a female with two children in pk and 2nd grades.  She 

had attended a Connecticut private school and was married to participant US-FG-2.  She 

stated: 

We used to live in Connecticut before we lived here, when you have things in 

common with the other parents at the school, generally speaking, your child or 

your children are going to have things in common with the other children there 

too. 

She believed that private schools cannot be generalized as a whole, and that there are 

good and bad private schools: “There are private schools out there that can run very 

similar to a public school and be very restrictive and not open-minded.”  The teachers’ 

concern for their students was of great importance to her: “I feel like the teachers here are 

very caring.  It’s about the child first.” 

US-FG-2.  Participant was a male who was married to participant US-FG-1.  He 

and his wife lived four years in another country but did not mention where.  “There really 

is nothing comparable to…not necessarily a private school, but to an international school, 

which really broadens everybody’s mind” he stated.  He valued the fact that the school is 

secular, which his wife did not mention: “Non-denominational is probably one of the 

most important aspects of this school.” 
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US-FG-3.  Participant was a male with a son in 4th grade at the school.  He 

studied in a public school in New York.  “I’m a big advocate for multicultural, diverse 

learning, and meeting people from different backgrounds” he said.  Again, as happened 

with several of the previous participants, the teacher access and small class size were 

important factors for him. “Then when we came here, we fell in love with the staff.  Very 

welcoming…. We liked the fact that the class sizes were smaller.  We liked the 

interaction with the teachers.  We thought that she was getting more personal attention” 

he stated.  Finally, he highlighted the environment as a positive factor in the education of 

his daughter: “I think what the environment and curriculum has fostered is that she is a 

lot more confident.” 

US-FG-4.  Participant was a female with two children in pk and 1st grade.  She 

was a public-school teacher who knows the system well and does not like the excessive 

regulations and rules that, in her opinion, take away the teachers’ ability to improve: “I’m 

a former teacher in different areas, mostly middle school…. Public school is government.  

Once you get involved with government, it’s a whole process.  Here, you have an open-

door policy.”  She considers it very important that the schools have smaller class sizes to 

allows for more personal treatment of the students: 

Smaller school size, more one-on-one attention from the teachers.  I think (private 

schools) have better behaved children…. The number one reason why I chose 

private school is because I found out, in kindergarten, in the state of Florida, or at 

least in Palm Beach County, you are not allowed to walk your child to 

class….Here I can email the teachers at any time during the day.  I usually get a 

response within an hour or two. 
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She is Jewish, but she appreciates that the school is non-denominational: “So, this school, 

although I wish for my children’s sake there were a few more Jewish kids in the school, I 

love it.  It’s diverse.” 

US-FG-5.  Participant was a female with two children in 5th and 8th grades.  Her 

children will leave school at the end of the course because the family is moving their 

residence: 

We have two children here, and one spent full primary in a state Montessori that is 

public.  She did well over there.  Our son, in the same school, did badly.  It was 

just the problem of teachers.  She got lucky with the teachers, and he got bullied 

and literally cornered…. Coming to a private school literally rescued our son from 

a school dropping….I think public school can be very good when they close the 

door to politics as much as possible…. I observed that in the public system, it 

seems that they don’t like children to be raised as a whole.  They like children to 

be raised as part.  Then, it’s part of a system. 

This participant put on the table an interesting aspect that until now had not 

appeared in any interview, that is the equal treatment that all students receive when their 

parents pay the same price for the school: “The advantage of the private is that we (the 

parents) pay all the same price and our teachers need to do their job no matter what, so 

there is less social gaps.” 

US-FG-6.  Participant was a female certified public accountant, originally from 

Colombia, with a son in 8th grade.  She had lived in Florida for 15 years.  She stated: 
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I think the difference between private and public, above all, is that you’re paying 

for a service.  For that service, you’re getting what you would like, which in 

public, I’m sorry, what you got is what you got.  You lock the doors there. 

She considered the accordance of her values with the values that the school offers as a 

positive factor in her selection of the school for her son: “I want this private school, 

because the general guidelines of this private school accommodate me, and that’s what 

makes me happy in this community.” 

US-FG-7.  Participant was a male with a son in 7th grade.  This participant 

remained silent nearly all the time, limiting his presence to support what others said with 

gestures and almost without words.  He only pointed out that he liked that athletics were 

offered and that the school was international. 

In the analysis of the focus group responses, several of the previously obtained 

findings continued to be confirmed.  All of the participants considered small class size 

important or very important, and all of them considered the cost an investment as 

opposed to a burden.  Four considered the non-denominational nature of the school a 

positive factor in their selection (among the participants in this group were Jews, Roman 

Catholics, Protestants, and Muslims), which allowed the researcher to add a new category 

that had only appeared sporadically in the responses of the four previous countries.  Four 

others considered academic quality as an important factor in their choice, the same 

number that considered teacher access important.  At this point, and contrasting the notes 

taken in his research journal, the researcher considered that both categories, teacher 

access and teacher commitment, should be considered as subcategories of academic 

quality. 
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Five participants highlighted the international aspect of the school as important in 

their decision.  Finally, four highlighted the business aspect (company commitment) of 

the school as a positive factor in choosing a private school.  This last reason had only 

been mentioned before by one participant in Mexico and by three participants in Spain.  

The fact that it was mentioned again by four participants during the focus group and three 

participants in the individual interviews in the U.S., influenced the researcher to now 

include it as a main category and not just as a subcategory.  This reason is particularly 

interesting because it was not found in the literature reviewed (see Table 9). 

Table 9 

United States Focus Group Summary Data 

Part. Subject 

History 

Couple 

History 

Investment 

or Burden 

Reasons for Choosing 

a Private School 

Influencers 

for Deciding 

Social 

Aspect 

US-FG-1 Private 

No 

 Investment Academics 

Teacher access 

Environment 

Non-denominational 

 Important 

US-FG-2   Investment International 

Non-denominational 

Class size 

Company commitment 

 Important 

US-FG-3 Public 

No 

 Investment Class size 

Academics 

Teacher access 

Environment 

Non-denominational 

Company commitment 

School visit Very 

important 

US-FG-4   Investment Teacher access 

Academics 

Class size 

Extracurricular 

activities 

Safety 

International 

School visit 

Internet 

research 

Friends 

Important 

US-FG-5   Investment Happiness of students 

Safety 

Teacher commitment 

Academics 

Company commitment 

Prestige 

 Important 
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US-FG-6 Private 

Yes 

 Investment Class size 

Teacher access 

International 

Non-denominational 

Company commitment 

 Important 

US-FG-7   Investment Sports 

International 

 Important 

 

Participant Profiles and Findings in the United Kingdom 

The school in the UK where the interviews were conducted has a population of 

146 students and serves students enrolled only in grades pk to 6th.  It is located in the 

suburbs of Grantham, a city of 40,000 inhabitants north of London.  At the time of the 

interviews, the country experienced great uncertainty regarding its economic future as a 

result of the departure from the European Union, popularly known as Brexit. 

United Kingdom individual interviews. 

UK-I-1.  Participant was a male with a daughter in 5th grade.  He was a merchant 

and his wife worked as a teacher in a grammar school (public schools considered elite in 

the UK).  He believed that his wife is the most intelligent member of the family and she 

was the one who chose the private school for their daughter: “I like how they did their 

homework and the self-organization, self-discipline.”  They believed that sending their 

daughter to a private school during her primary years would guarantee her later access to 

a grammar school without difficulty because the preparation received in the private 

school is much higher than that of a public school in the elementary grades: “We wanted 

to come to a school where they’d be challenged as far as they wanted to be.” 

 UK-I-2.  Participant was a female with a son in 5th grade.  She was French 

although she had lived in the UK for several years.  The participant stated that in France, 

public schools are reputed to be better than private schools.  Her husband did not interfere 

in the decision to choose a private school for their son, although he was against it and 
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prefers public school.  She liked that the school takes care of all aspects of his training, 

including extracurricular activities, since both parents worked in their own business and 

had little time to take their children to perform activities, such as violin or dance: “The 

major reason was class size, quality of teaching, and the ability and support around 

extracurricular activities.” 

 UK-I-3.  Participant was a male businessman with a son in pk.  His wife did not 

want to send their son to a private school, but he did not want to send his son to a public 

school for the reasons he explained: “Going to the local state school where my employees 

have their children could potentially cause any issues of bullying or what have you.  I 

went to state secondary school and I got bullied.”  He believed that private schools as 

private companies are more accountable for achieving results with students than public 

schools are: “The teachers, the school, they’re accountable…. I think these schools 

(private) will identify their strengths and push them forward whether it be musical or 

sports, whatever it is.” 

 UK-I-4.  Participant was a female with a daughter in 6th grade.  This participant 

was the daughter of a member of the army and for this reason she herself studied in 10 

different schools.  Her husband was not in favor of private schools, but she believed that 

public schools do not provide the necessary competitiveness so that children can succeed 

in adulthood: “So we went to look at the state schools.  We noticed that the class sizes 

were large.”  She emphasized that her family (parents and siblings) were very 

competitive.  She believed that sending her daughter to this school would allow her 

daughter to enter a grammar school later with more ease and go to a good university later 

on as well; thus, the expense was an investment.  Regarding private school, she stated: 
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“It’s a safe environment.  And if you do have issues, that you can come and talk to 

someone,” and that in a private school you will find “Good manners, politeness.  And you 

want to be amongst like-minded people.” 

UK-I-5.  Participant was a female housewife with three children in grades pk, 3rd, 

and 5th.  At first, she did not want to send them to a private school because the 

experience she had as a student in a public school was good, but her husband who had 

studied in a private school convinced her otherwise.  She did believe that public schools 

educate only to reach the average student and do not give enough opportunities to 

develop the brightest students: 

In state schools I think they very much cater to get every child in a middle line, 

and so they spend a lot of time pulling those at the bottom up to the middle line, 

but they don’t really have a huge interest in challenging those who are already at 

the top-level cause they’re all working to a middle line…. For me, I think 

education’s an investment in their future…. It’s about pushing those children to 

excel in areas where perhaps they wouldn’t have been interested or they are 

already interested and want to do better…. I think it’s quite nice to know that your 

children are going to be with non-disruptive individuals. 

UK-I-6.  Participant was a male farmer with two daughters in pk and 1st grade.  

He liked the good manners of private schools where he believed that children are taught 

to behave well.  He also placed great emphasis on the importance of small class size: “I 

think my biggest reason to send my children to a private school, where they are now, 

is...one was the class sizes in England.” 
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UK-I-7.  Participant was a female lawyer with a daughter in 5th grade.  She was 

very happy that her daughter could attend a private school where she could learn good 

manners and share her life with other equally well-educated students: 

All the children are polite, most of the time.  They’re well mannered.  They think 

about each other…. I was just blown away with the attitude, the class sizes, just 

the whole ethos of this school….The sports, and the extracurricular activities are 

fabulous and that’s all part of a pre-paid school.  But education just gives you 

choice.  Hopefully. 

UK-I-8.  Participant was a male employee of a large warehouse with a son in pk.  

He was born in Kenya; his father was a British army officer and he was sent there on 

duty.  During his years in Kenya, the participant received home schooling. At some point 

he considered it an option for his son but discarded it because of the lack of socialization 

that this type of education provides. 

He was one of the few participants who did not consider class size important, and 

the first one who considered the payment of the private school just as a burden and not as 

an investment, which surprised the researcher.  When the researcher then asked him why 

he sends his son to a private school, he answered: 

Perhaps because culture or the ethos of the educational establishment…. I’ve seen 

people I know, that their children in the state school have disrupted classes from 

bad behaviour or disruptive hobbies….More important than any of that is that our 

children are happy here….I think enduring friendships are more or less likely to 

happen.  So that aspect of social circle is important for the children. 

 UK-I-9.  Participant was a female with two children in 1st and 4th grades.  She 
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was born in Pakistan and worked as a pharmacist.  She was Muslim and covered her hair 

with a hijab, demonstrating the importance she placed on religious observance.  In the 

public nursery where her children first attended school, she felt that they were 

discriminated against because they were Muslim and not Christian.  For this reason, she 

and her husband decided to enrol their children in private school where they did not feel 

any discrimination.  She expressed: 

I used to be in private school, so I know exactly how it works, and how they 

concentrate on the kids and the child, and the facilities, and let’s say, the quality, 

even, of the children, and the families.  It would be quite different than the state 

schools. 

The best aspect of the private school for her was: “The confidence.  I think they put the 

seeds of confidence.” 

At this point in the progress of the study with only one school site left to analyze, 

the researcher had formed a consistent grounded theory regarding why parents chose a 

private, non-denominational school for their children’s education.  After having codified 

the answers of the individual interviews of each country, triangulating them with the 

answers of the focus groups, and contrasting them with the notes of the research journal 

and the literature, the main reasons parents chose private school were clearly outlined, 

although some differences specific to each country were evident. 

Again, class size was indicated as an important or very important factor in school 

choice by eight of the nine participants.  Six participants saw the expense as an 

investment in their children’s future, two saw it as both an investment and a burden, and 

only one participant—for the first time in all the interviews conducted thus far in this 
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study—saw it only a burden.  Again, it was found that prior educational experience had 

no effect on parental school choice.  Bilingual education was not mentioned by any 

participant, reaffirming what was already heard in the interviews in the U.S., that parents 

from countries where English is the spoken language did not prioritize their children 

learning a second language when selecting a private school. 

In the case of the UK, the practice of sports was indicated as an important factor 

when deciding to choose a school, being mentioned by six of the nine participants.  This 

was not surprising given the country’s rich history in the development of many modern 

sports and the deeply rooted value of fair play in sports competition.  Five participants 

mentioned academic quality, as a main category, and teacher commitment, as a 

subcategory, was mentioned by two participants.  Prestige/tradition of the school was 

noted in four cases, as well as discipline and happiness, both subcategories of the 

environment category.  The school day and safety were mentioned in two cases.  Finally, 

two new categories emerged that had not previously been mentioned, the ethos that could 

be understood as a British meaning of the more generic concept of values already 

mentioned, and the concept that private school offers greater challenges to students than 

does public school (see Table 10 and Figure 5). 
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Table 10 

United Kingdom Individual Interviews Summary Data 

Part. Subject 

History 

Couple 

History 

Investment 

or Burden 

Reasons for Choosing a 

Private School 

Influencers 

for Deciding 

Social Aspect 

UK-I-1 Private 

Yes 

Public 

Yes 

Investment Class size 

Discipline 

Academics 

Sports 

Prestige 

Happiness of students 

Challenging 

Friends Not important 

UK-I-2 Public 

No 

Private 

No 

Investment Facilities 

Academics 

Sports 

Teacher commitment 

Class size 

Prestige 

Extracurricular 

Full school day 

Friends Important 

UK-I-3 Both 

Yes 

Public 

Yes 

Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Discipline 

Sports 

Teacher commitment 

Extracurricular 

Safety 

School visit 

Friends 

Very 

important 

UK-I-4 Both 

Yes 

Public 

No 

Both Class size 

Facilities 

Sports 

Teacher closeness 

Safety 

Challenging 

Ethos 

Friends Highly 

important 

UK-I-5 Public 

Yes 

Private 

Yes 

 

Investment Academics 

Sports 

Full school day 

Class size 

Happiness of students 

Extracurricular 

Challenging 

Friends Important 

UK-I-6 Public 

No 

Public 

No 

Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Academics 

Happiness of students 

Ethos 

School visit 

Facilities 

Important, to 

create good 

contacts 

UK-I-7 Public 

No 

Both 

No 

Investment Prestige 

Class size 

Extracurricular 

Ethos 

Family 

Friends 

Absolutely 

important 

(continued) 
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Table 10. United Kingdom Individual Interviews Summary Data Continued 

Part. Subject 

History 

Couple 

History 

Investment 

or Burden 

Reasons for Choosing a 

Private School 

Influencers 

for Deciding 

Social Aspect 

UK-I-8 Both 

Yes 

Public 

No 

Burden Discipline 

Ethos 

Academics 

Sports 

Prestige 

Happiness of students 

Prestige 

Friends 

Very 

important 

UK-I-9 Private 

Yes 

 Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Discipline 

Sports 

Teacher closeness 

 Very 

important 
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Figure 5.  Further updated categories and subcategories. 

Participant Profiles and Findings in South Africa 

The Republic of South Africa is the country with the highest per capita income in 

the African continent and is considered an economically developing country.  However, 
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at the time of the interviews in July 2018, the country suffered a severe economic crisis 

as a result of the decline of its currency, the rand, and the political turbulence that led to 

the resignation President Jacob Zuma for facing charges of corruption.  At the same time, 

the city of Cape Town where the school is located had faced the longest drought in its 

history with the risk of cutting off the supply of water to the entire city.  These situations 

caused an increase in social tension, generating revolts in areas near the school that 

created parents concern for the safety of their children at school. 

The school includes grades pk to 12th grade, has 425 students, and offers the 

International Baccalaureate (IB) program in addition to the official South African 

educational program.  The school is located in a suburb of Cape Town in one of the 

highest income areas of the city, but is also near a poor township, making the economic 

differences between neighbors extremely high. 

South Africa individual interviews. 

SA-I-1.  Participant was a male employee of a multinational company with four 

children in 3rd, 5th, 7th and 10th grades.  This participant was of Swedish nationality but 

had been living in South Africa for five years.  He explained that having his salary in 

foreign currency and the devaluation of the rand mad it very easy for him to pay for 

private school: 

We have a Scandinavian background and we have nearly no upper class there, so 

everybody is quite equal…We can also say that the quality (of this school) is 

probably 25% higher than what we had in the public school in Sweden…. In a 

public school, it’s a grounding for you.  Then it creates an imbalance between the 

two parties in the relationship.  This is more of a mutual relationship.  That’s very, 
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very big difference between how they treat you, and how they listen to you and so 

on. 

SA-I-2.  Participant was a female housewife and mother of two children, one in pk 

and the other 2nd grade.  She was English and her husband was South African: “I went to 

a public school for one term and just when we were moving between houses when I was 

younger, when I was about 10.  And the difference was huge.”  She considered the most 

important reason for choosing a private school the ease of access to the teaching staff: “I 

think (the first reason) is the access to teaching staff.” 

 SA-I-3.  Participant was a male investor of Dutch nationality with three children 

in 2nd, 4th, and 7th grades.  He and his wife decided to live a few years in South Africa 

to expose their children and themselves to other cultures: “I think we consider it as being 

an investment in the children.”  He considered private school an investment and 

negatively referenced the South African public school´s system: “It doesn’t take into 

account specific needs or knows needs or challenges for kids.” 

 SA-I-4.  Participant was a female of Scottish origin with two children in 6th and 

9th grades.  An employee in a private company, she had lived in South Africa for seven 

years.  She was very interested in being able to return to Scotland soon and that was the 

reason for having chosen an international school for her children: 

So, for me the one-to-one that she gets, the experience that she gets, the 

relationship she is able to build up with the teachers….My husband and I have to 

work extremely hard to put the girls through….It’s our biggest expense and it’s 

where we’ve chose to prioritize our income. 
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SA-I-5.  Participant was a male of British nationality with three children in 3rd, 

6th, and 8th grades.  He and his wife studied in private schools in England and have a 

very good memory of that experience.  He considers class size and teacher access the 

strengths of private schools: 

We both came from families, who traditionally send their children to private 

schools, so for us it was kind of normal…. Well, it’s the quality of the educational 

outcome.  So hopefully you might have smaller class sizes, better quality teachers. 

SA-I-6.  Participant was a female lawyer native to South Africa with two sons in 

4th and 5th grades.  She is the daughter of a university professor and has always been 

very aware of the importance of giving a good education for her children: 

Education is the most important tool and the most valuable tool that I can give 

them…. I think one of the things for me is class size.  Smaller class size means 

you get a better ratio of teacher to pupil and therefore the students get more 

attention. 

SA-I-7.  Participant was a male, farmer, also native of South Africa, with two 

daughters in 1st and 7th grades.  He was very concerned about security in his country.  

He explained that in public schools, security had gotten much worse in recent years: “As 

soon as I had girls, I knew I wanted to put them into private schooling.  Just to shelter 

them, to educate them, and maybe to protect them a bit.”  He was the second participant 

in this study that considered the school tuition a burden rather than an investment: “It is a 

burden.  It is a burden.”  The social aspect had great importance for him: “Other benefit 

for me personally is being with other like-minded parents that share, maybe, the same 

goals and the same aspirations.” 
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SA-I-8.  Participant was a male entrepreneur with two children in 3rd and 4th 

grades.  He was South African of Hindu origin.  He suffered the apartheid system and 

considered it “social progress” that his children could attend private school (in the 

apartheid era they were reserved only for White people): “Given that we were Indian 

during the apartheid era, we were considered as non-Whites….So, you can understand 

education systems were also segregated.” 

The international aspect of the school was very important for him: “For my kids, I 

want them to be part of the solution to global issues.”  He also emphasized that in private 

schools, students’ creativity and strengths were fostered: “Their strengths are encouraged.  

They’re encouraged to be creative in their approach to learning…. Quality of senior staff.  

Commitment, passion, enthusiasm.  That hands-on approach, for me, is very important.” 

 Individual interviews with South African participants reaffirmed most of the 

previously defined categories (see Table 11).  Class size was important for the eight 

interviewed, and the expense in paying the school as an investment, was considered by 

seven participants.  Facilities were important for five participants, coinciding with those 

in Mexico and Costa Rica, which made the researcher think that this aspect is substantial 

in countries where public schools have less infrastructure.  The international character of 

the school was important to five participants, and within this category a new subcategory 

specific to this school emerged, the IB program.  The academic quality was mentioned by 

three participants, and teacher commitment and teacher access by four of them.  Security, 

a very important issue in the country due to its high crime rates, was mentioned by half of 

the participants.  The rest of the categories and subcategories previously identified were 

mentioned with fewer incidences.  
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Table 11 

South Africa Individual Interviews Summary Data 

Part. Subject 

History 

Couple 

History 

Investment 

or Burden 

Reasons for 

Choosing a Private 

School 

Influencers 

for Deciding 

Social Aspect 

SA-I-1 Public 

No 

Public 

No 

Investment Class size 

International 

Safety 

Teacher quality 

Environment 

 Not important 

Sa-I-2 Both 

Yes 

Private 

Yes 

Investment Class size 

Bilingual 

Facilities 

Safety 

International 

Teacher quality 

Teacher access 

Extracurricular 

Friends Not important 

SA-I-3 Public 

Yes 

Private 

Yes 

Investment Class size 

Facilities 

International 

Distance 

IB program 

School visit 

Friends 

Important 

SA-I-4 Public 

No 

Public 

No 

Investment Class size 

Facilities 

International 

Teacher access 

 Not important 

SA-I-5 Private 

Yes 

 

Private 

Yes 

 

Investment Class size 

Facilities 

Distance 

IB program 

Teacher quality 

Academics 

 Not important 

SA-I-6 Private 

Yes 

Public “Best” 

investment 

Class size 

Teacher’s quality 

IB program 

Environment 

Values 

Sports 

School visit Important 

SA-I-7 Public Public Burden Class size 

Safety 

Distance 

IB program 

Academics 

Teacher access 

 Very important 

SA-I-8 Public 

Yes 

Public 

Yes 

Investment Class size 

Bilingual 

Facilities 

Safety 

International 

IB program 

Teacher access 

Academics 

Internet 

Friends 

Important 
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South Africa focus group. 

SA-FG-1.  Participant was a male of Dutch nationality with three children in 4th, 

6th, and 8th grades.  He cared a lot about the international aspect of the school because he 

planned to return to live in his country at some point in the future.  He had a bad 

perception of the public system and especially the obligation to live in the area where a 

particular school was located: “You might not be able to go to the public school that you 

want to go to because you’re not in that area.”  He positively valued the closeness that 

parents have with the private school: “Parents seem to be more involved with the kids’ 

education compared to the public schools…. I think the main reason is kids are happy, 

and I think the second reason that we believe in the IB program for children.”  He 

considered what he spends on private education as an investment. 

 SA-FG-2.  Participant was a male with two children in 1st and 2nd grades.  He 

expressed few opinions in the group and seemed to be distracted from what was being 

said in the focus group session.  He considered the internationality of the school and 

teacher access important: “Then you feel the access to the teacher.” 

 SA-FG-3.  Participant was a female with three children in kindergarten, 4th, and 

6th grades.  Her family was of German origin, but she had lived all her life in South 

Africa.  She attended public schools and pointed out that, formerly, these schools were 

much better than at present (this opinion may be biased because she referred to the 

apartheid era when public schools were segregated which produced great social 

differences between White and Black South Africans): “When we were educated all those 
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many years ago, government schools were very different…. In a private school they 

allow you to pick and choose, in a government school you’re linked to an area.” 

SA-FG-4.  Participant was a female of South African nationality with two 

children in pk and 2nd grades.  She mentioned that many private schools are only for 

girls and she considered it important that her children have a co-educational experience: 

“It’s a co-ed school.  A lot of private schools are not co-ed.”  She was not critical of 

public schools: “Government schools also have some really good facilities as well.”  The 

happiness of her children was an important factor for her: “My kids are very happy here.” 

 SA-FG-5.  Participant was a female of South African origin with two daughters in 

the 10th and 12th grades.  It is interesting to note that given that her daughters were in 

their last years of school, she did not mention at any time the importance of academics in 

choosing the school.  Rather, she gave priority to everything related to her daughters 

being happy in school and living in a safe environment: “What I’m trying to say to you is 

that, we always went back to our children and asked them how they felt…. They need to 

be happy, because they’ve got to feel secure in their environment.” 

SA-FG-6.  Participant was a female of Dutch nationality with two daughters in 

3rd and 8th grades.  She was very interested in education that provides students the 

opportunity to learn good manners and how to be respectful: “I feel you can only benefit 

your child by teaching them how to have manners…. How to be respectful.”  These were 

aspects that she identified with educational quality: “Higher standards of education.” 

 SA-FG-7.  Participant was a male South African with a daughter in 12th grade 

who is an IB student.  “I personally think that these small groups and the potential 

negative influences are incredibly well-controlled here,” he stated.  He appreciated the 
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academic aspects, the small class sizes, and the closeness with the teachers: “A much 

more professionally confident approach that the teachers have in dealing with parents…. 

For us it was the individual teachers that made the difference.” 

 SA-FG-8.  Participant was a male of South African origin with two daughters in 

11th and 12th grades.  He participated little in the discussion.  His two daughters were in 

the IB program and he positively valued the accessibility of the administration of the 

school: “If you need to speak to the principal of the school, you walk in and you talk to 

him.” 

 The focus group held in South Africa confirmed several of the findings made in 

the five previous countries and the individual interviews of this country, such as the 

importance of small class size and private school expense as an investment (see Table 

12).  The international aspect and the offer of the IB program coincided with the 

responses of the participants of the individual interviews, and at the same time they had a 

higher incidence here than in the other countries that also have the IB program (all 

schools participating in this study offer this program except in the UK).  Again, it was 

confirmed that bilingualism seemed to be an important reason only in countries where 

English was not spoken as a first language.  The importance of academic quality with its 

subcategories of closeness and commitment of the teachers was also confirmed by 

triangulating the responses of the focus group with the participants of the individual 

interviews.  Social aspect was important for three of the participants, with this number of 

mentions being in line with the four mentions in the individual interviews.  Facilities 

were mentioned by five of the participants as an important element, confirming what was 

anticipated in the individual interviews.  
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Table 12 

South Africa Focus Group Summary Data 

Part.  Subject 

History 

Couple 

History 

Investment 

or Burden 

Reasons for Choosing 

a Private School 

Influencers 

for Deciding 

Social 

Aspect 

SA-FG-1 Public  Investment Class size 

Happiness of students 

Academics 

Teacher commitment 

Facilities 

 Important 

SA-FG-2    Teacher access 

International 

Friends  

SA-FG-3 Public 

No 

  Class size 

International 

Teacher commitment 

Distance 

Facilities 

Friends 

Community 

Important 

SA-FG-4 Private 

Yes 

 Investment Class size 

Co-educational 

Happiness of students 

Teacher access 

Teacher’s 

commitment 

International 

Friends 

School visit 

Important 

SA-FG-5   Investment Happiness 

Safety 

Environment 

Facilities 

Friends  

SA-FG-6 Private 

Yes 

 Both Academics 

International 

Good manners 

Discipline 

Facilities 

Community 

School visit 

 

SA-FG-7   Investment Class size 

Teacher access 

Teacher commitment 

Distance 

Tradition 

Friends  

SA-FG-8   Investment Teacher access 

International 

Facilities 

  

 

Overall Findings 

Based on the grounded theory methodology that the researcher followed and 

detailed in this chapter, several major and minor categories were discovered.  These are 

summarized below and followed by related findings worthy of note. 
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Major categories.  There were four recurring themes identified that appeared in 

all countries regarding parental school choice: 1) private school as an investment in the 

future of their children, with the opportunity to be admitted later in a better university and 

therefore have access to a better job in adulthood; 2) small class size, increasing the 

safety of the students, and the more personalized attention of the teachers; 3) the value of 

social contact, both for students and their parents; and 4) the academic quality, including 

extracurricular activities, technology, and teacher commitment/access.  In addition to 

these four main categories, three other categories emerged that appeared consistently only 

in countries with certain characteristics.  These include: 5) bilingualism, important only 

in the countries where English is not the local language, 6) facilities, important only in 

countries where public schools have fewer resources, and 7) the full school day, 

important only in countries where public schools have shorter class schedules than 

private schools (see Table 13). 

Minor categories.  Along with the main themes, 11 minor themes emerged that, 

although they appear less frequently than those previously mentioned, consistently 

repeated in the responses of the participants.  These include: 1) the international character 

of the school, considered as the opportunities that are given to students to know other 

cultures; 2) happiness of the students; 3) the distance from home to school; 4) the 

environment in which students develop their life; 5) the prestige and tradition that the 

school has; 6) the security that the school gives to parents that their children are safe 

there; 7) that the school is managed by a private company that is obliged to respond to the 

needs of its students so as not to lose income; 8) that the values (ethos) of the school 

coincide with those of the parents; 9) the practice of different sports; 10) the discipline of 
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the school; and 11) that the school is non-denominational and does not compel students to 

profess a specific religion (see Table 13). 

Table 13 

Frequency of Major Reasons to Choose a Private School 

Themes Frequency of Occurrence Additional Consideration 

Investment in the future 69, plus 12 who consider 

it investment and burden 

 

Number of students per group 69  

Social contact with peers  62  

Academic quality 59  

Facilities 45 Only in countries with less economic 

resources for public schools 

English language learning 36 Only in non-English speaking countries 

Internationalism 27  

Full school day 17 Only in countries where public education 

has shorter school day 

Happiness 15  

Distance from home 13  

Environment 13  

Prestige/Tradition 13  

Safety 11  

Private management 11  

Values/Ethos 11  

Sports 10  

Discipline 8  

Non-denominational 7  

 

Other related findings.  Finally, it is important to note that the study did not find 
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that parental prior educational experience had a significant impact when choosing a 

private school for their children.  The fact that parents attended public or private schools 

did not impact their responses.  It was confirmed that the four extrinsic elements upon 

which parents gathered information in choosing a private school included: 1) word of 

mouth, 2) a school visit; 3) Internet searches and the use of online tools (e.g., official 

school pages, social networks, forums), and 4) the opinion of other parents whose 

children currently attend the school.  

Although it was not the object of this study, there has been a persistent opinion on 

the part of the parents of all countries that public schools have been losing quality and 

increasing bureaucracy during the last 20-30 years, making them less attractive for 

parents as a first option to educate their children. The researcher has noticed that many 

parents have expressed this opinion, both in the individual interviews and in the focus 

groups, although it was not asked in the protocols. 

Chapter Summary 

The researcher carried out 88 individual interviews and five focus groups in six 

countries—Mexico, Spain, Costa Rica, U.S., UK, and South Africa—to obtain the data 

necessary to determine the reasons why parents of these countries chose a private, non-

denominational school for their children.  The researcher employed a reflective journal to 

record his reflections and observations in an attempt to avoid introducing researcher bias 

during data analysis.  The interviews were transcribed and analyzed country-by-country 

following the procedures indicated by Strauss and Corbin (1990), first using open coding, 

then axial coding, and finally selective coding, encompassing the responses of all the 

countries.  In the final coding process, four core categories were devised: investment for 
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the future, class size, social contact, and academic quality.  In addition, three specific 

categories of certain countries were detected: English language learning, facilities, and 

school day.  Lastly, 11 reasons given by parents to choose a private school, but with 

much lower incidence were found: internationalism, happiness of students, distance from 

home, environment, prestige/tradition, safety, private management, values/ethos, sports, 

discipline, and the non-denominational nature of the schools. 
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CHAPTER V. DISCUSSION 

This chapter summarizes what was gleaned from the grounded theory research 

approach used in this study to explore the reasons why parents in six different countries 

choose a private, non-denominational school for their children, including a discussion of 

the findings and their implications.  This chapter also includes a theoretical model based 

in the findings of this study, considerations about the transferability of the model, and 

recommendations for future research. 

The researcher considered the following overarching question in this study: What 

are the primary reasons why parents chose a private non-denominational school in 

Mexico, Spain, Costa Rica, United States, United Kingdom, and South Africa for their 

children’s education? 

To explore the research question in depth, the researcher considered the following 

five sub-questions in this study: 

1. How does the social context, defined as family traditions, affect parents’ school 

selection process? 

2. Do parents consider the money spent on private school as an investment or a 

burden and why? 

3. How important is the influence of parents’ previous personal experience as a 

student in their decision-making process? 

4. Why and how did parents select a private school? 

5. How do parents determine what is the “right” school for their child?
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The researcher analyzed the responses of the 88 parents of students from private schools 

in six countries that participated in individual interviews and focus groups conducted 

over a four-month period from April to July 2018.  These answers were contrasted with 

the notes of the investigator’s research journal created from his reflections during the 

study and the literature on this topic. 

Discussion of Findings 

Regarding the overarching question in this study (What are the primary reasons 

why parents chose a private non-denominational school in Mexico, Spain, Costa Rica, 

United States, United Kingdom, and South Africa for their children’s education?) this 

study found four core categories that are common in all countries: the academic quality of 

the schools; the small size of the groups per classroom; the social relationship that is 

established between the students and between the families; and finally, the consideration 

that education is an investment for the future. 

Also, three specific core categories were identified in only in certain countries.  

First, the learning of English as a second language to which participants held great 

importance was only found in countries where the first language was not English.  

Second, the quality of facilities and equipment were valued as very important factors only 

in countries where public schools have great deficiencies in infrastructure due to a lack of 

economic resources or overcrowding in schools.  Third, the extended hours school day 

was considered a very important factor only in countries where public schools offer a 

shorter school day, as noted by Davies (2011). 

 Regarding the first sub-question of the study (How does the social context, 

defined as family traditions, affect parents’ school selection process?) this study confirms 
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the importance that the social connection aspect has both for the relationships that 

students can establish and those established by the parents themselves with other parents 

of similar socioeconomic level and cultural traditions.  Kraushaar (1972) noted that a 

majority of parents send their children to private school because they want their children 

to be with others who have similar characteristics.  Also, Elacqua (2005) explained that in 

Chile parents prefer to put their children in schools where there are other students of 

similar socioeconomic status. 

 It is interesting to note that in this study, participants clearly explained that they 

were looking for a school that fit what they understood is their social reality; thus, they 

did not want a high-priced school (which theoretically can only be accessed by the very 

rich) if they do not belong to that social group, preferring in this case a more economical 

private school where they and their children can have relationships with other middle 

class families.  Following this pattern, Elacqua et al. (2006) found that middle-class 

families are, in general, much more active in the educational market, and Van Zanten 

(2007) pointed out that the most educated middle-class parents are those who end up 

selecting private schools for their children. 

Regarding the second sub-question of the study (Do parents consider the money 

spent on private school as an investment or a burden and why?) the participants 

considered that selecting a private school was an investment to offer their children more 

opportunities for their future, such as being able to access better universities and being 

better prepared for the challenges of adulthood.  The same idea was developed by Bosetti 

and Pyryt (2007) who considered that parents who send their children to private schools 

want to ensure an educational advantage for their children.  Similarly, Chakrabarti and 
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Roy (2010), in analyzing the economic aspect of private school choice, found that 

“families are likely to send their children to private schools only if they believe that the 

benefits of private schooling outweigh the price differential” (p. 338).  Havergal (2015) 

showed that data published by the UK Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 

revealed that 85% of English private school leavers who turned 19 years of age in 2012-

2013 were in higher education, compared with 66% of public school students.  In this 

study, almost all of the participants considered, without distinction by country, that the 

money they spent in paying for a private school education for their children was an 

investment in their children’s future and not a burden. 

Regarding the third sub-question of the study: (How important is the influence of 

parents’ previous personal experience as a student in their decision-making process?) this 

study found a lack of influence that prior parental educational experience had on parental 

school choice.  The fact that the parents were students of a public or private school in 

their youth seemed to have no bearing on their selection of a private school for their 

children.  The researcher observed that parents who had a very good experience in public 

school now prefer private education, and parents who attended private school expressed 

that it did not influence their decision.  The researcher also detected that in several 

participants’ responses across different countries there was the perception that public 

education has suffered a notable deterioration in quality since the parents were students 

20 or 30 years ago.  While not their actual experience—given that they were not 

necessarily coming from private or public schools when they discussed their previous 

personal experience—it seems that what they did experience in the past was that public 

schooling had a higher level of quality than it does now.  This indicates that as a student 
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their own experience in public school was positive and that has somehow been degraded 

by what they are hearing about public education now. 

The fourth sub-question of the study was: Why and how did parents select a 

private school?  In terms of their responses to how, participants stated that “word of 

mouth” through friends and family was the main and most repeated method by which 

they received initial information about what is good, or not so good, about what a school 

could offer their children.  This is in agreement with the literature that shows that parents 

value the opinion of other parents who currently attend a given school (Beavis, 2004; 

Bosetti, 2005; Davis, 2011; Joshi, 2014; Taylor, 1996).  School visits were also 

mentioned by parents in this study.  As found by Schneider et al. (2000), “Visual 

impressions from the school infrastructure” (p. 223) also affected parental school 

selection.  In addition, Internet research and the use of tools that are offered on the 

Internet (e.g., official school webpages, social networks, and forums) contributed to the 

parental decision-making process. 

In relation to why parents selected private school, the researcher found small class 

size was a factor.  This aspect was highlighted in all six countries and was mentioned in 

the literature by Beavis (2004), Bukhari and Randall (2009), and Davis (2011).  The 

participants in this study believe that if the number of students per classroom is smaller, 

teachers can give individualized attention to each student.  Also, parents felt that small 

class size allowed for improved discipline, which aligned with findings by Elacqua et al. 

(2006), Figlio and Stone (1997), Howell (2004), Joshi (2014), Whitsel (2014), and 

Yaacob et al. (2014).  Lastly, it was perceived that small class size helps increase 

classroom safety by being able to more easily avoid situations, such as bullying, as 
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discussed by Taylor (1996). 

The second major category that describes why parents select private school is the 

academic quality of private education.  This finding confirmed what was found by several 

previous studies as noted by Martinez, Thomas, and Kemerer (1994), that parents who 

choose private schools seek high quality education for their children and that this is a 

primary motivator in their decision making.  This was confirmed by others including 

Beavis (2004), Bukhari and Randall (2009), Davis (2011), Taylor (1996), and Woods et 

al. (1998). 

This study also confirmed the idea, generally accepted by several participants, that 

private schools are academically higher in quality, as mentioned in the literature by 

Armor and Peiser (1998), Elacqua et al. (2006), Joshi (2014), Kraushaar (1972), Peterson 

and Llaudet (2006), Taylor (1996), and Woods et al. (1998).  Within this core category, 

several subcategories were identified including: the offer of extracurricular activities, 

sports practice, the quality and commitment of the teachers, and the ease of access to 

school administrators and teachers.  As mentioned by Goldring and Phillips (2006): 

“Parents who felt that the level of collaboration between teachers and parents was not 

adequate, were also more likely to consider private schools” (p. 219). 

Finally, regarding the fifth sub-question (How do parents determine what is the 

“right” school for their child?), eight sub-categories that affect the parental selection 

process were found.  These include: 

1. Internationalism; not found often in the literature as a reason to choose a private 

school. 

2. Happiness in the sense that their children feel happy in school and they like to 
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attend classes; mentioned only indirectly by Joshi (2014): “Parents from all social 

strata mentioned the role their children played in influencing school selection and 

noted their children preferred private schooling” (p. 425). 

3. Distance from home; mentioned before by Howell (2004), Joshi (2014), Taylor 

(1996), and Davies (2011). 

4. Environment; mentioned by Davis (2011) and Bukhari and Randall (2009). 

5. Prestige and good reputation; mentioned by Bosetti (2005), Bukhari and Randall 

(2009), Jackson and Bisset (2005), and West (2001). 

6. Private management; that is, the nature of private education companies compelled 

to deliver better service to their customers (the parents paying tuition) if they do 

not want to lose, and an aspect not well studied.  As Bellei (2007) noted: 

Private schools would be more sensitive to the signs of demand, adapting 

their services to the preferences of families, which are expected to push the 

market to offer increasing levels of educational quality.  Parents should 

expect, then, that private schools be more effective than public schools. (p. 

288) 

7. Values and ethos; mentioned by Bosetti (2005), Bosetti and Pyryt (2007), and 

Taylor (1996). 

8. Being non-denominational.  Regarding the issue of being non-denominational, it 

is important to highlight that the literature repeatedly points to the religious 

character of many private schools as one of the main reasons for choosing a 

private school (Beavis, 2004; Bukhari & Randall, 2009; Lankford & Wyckoff, 

1992; Taylor, 1996).  This study was intentionally conducted with non-
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denominational schools and the researcher observed that religion was of minor 

importance, indicated as an important consideration by only seven of the 88 

participants. 

Theoretical Model 

Based on the findings of this study, it is possible to establish a grounded theory 

that will be useful for private schools established in countries that share Western culture 

and are non-denominational, as well as for public schools in terms of the program and 

designs that they should demonstrate publicly.  These components would theoretically 

effectively satisfy the expectations that parents have when choosing a school for their 

children. 

Based on the findings presented here, the grounded theory this researcher 

proposes is that the way to attract parents, first and foremost, would be to advertise and 

structure the school with small groups of students per classroom (small class size).  The 

perceptions of parents are that this enhances academic quality because they believe that 

this results in teachers who are highly committed to their work, allows easy access of 

parents to teachers and administrators, and increases the level of discipline within both 

the classroom and the school. 

Accompanying this essential theoretical element of smaller class size, these 

schools should have the following components: 

 a good quality infrastructure and buildings and grounds that are well-maintained; 

 in non-English speaking countries, offer a strong bilingual program of English 

learning; 

 a demonstration of values embedded within the school culture that is in agreement 
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with an established socioeconomic and societal group that the school wants to 

attract; 

 a program that facilitates frequent social contact with parents and especially 

between them; and 

 a program that will keep the students in the school for a full day, meaning that the 

students are in school in activities during the time that the majority of parents are 

engaged in their profession, which helps parents to make their work schedules 

compatible with their children’s school day. 

Of course, some of the attributes enunciated in this theoretical model may vary 

depending on the countries, or even the specific areas where the schools are located.  This 

is not a closed model and the importance of the attributes that comprise this model must 

always be in the context of the other factors that have also been detected in this study, 

such as public safety, the quality of public schools of the country, or the distance from the 

home to the school. 

Consideration of what is a small group in certain countries may also vary.  In 

some countries, 22 students per classroom can be considered a small class size, while in 

others 10 and 15 students in a class is considered small.  Likewise, the consideration of 

what is quality infrastructure, including buildings and equipment, is also somewhat 

different from one parent to another depending on their cultural experiences and 

expectations, or even the level of economic development of their country. 

It is clear that this grounded theory is applicable to not just private schools, but to 

public schools as well.  Consideration of this model can be taken by any administration 

that would like to target parents whose values and perceptions align with those found in 
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this study. 

Transferability 

The findings of this study were based on data collected from over 36 hours of 

interviews and five hours of focus groups conducted in six different countries, supported 

by the personal observations made by the researcher collected in his reflective journal.  In 

addition, the researcher studied the social and political contexts, making explicit 

connections, of the countries at the time of data collection, which have been taken in 

consideration in the analysis in order to avoid all possible bias and with the aim of being 

as precise as possible.  No time pressure was placed on the participants to elaborate their 

answers, nor were they induced in any way as to what their responses should be, which 

has allowed for an appropriate process of obtaining data that were used for analysis. 

In this study, the transferability, or the degree to which the findings of this 

qualitative study can be transferred to other contexts or settings, is limited but still 

possible.  As in any qualitative study, the data collected refer to specific places and times, 

in this case to six specific schools.  Considering the multinational breadth of this study 

and the high degree of agreement in the responses of the participants in several of the 

categories and sub-categories identified as main reasons for choosing a non-

denominational private school, it is possible to assume that the findings could be 

applicable to similar contexts, situations, and populations.  One strong example of how 

this grounded theory is applicable to public schools is the deep and highly entrenched 

perception of the parents who participated in this study that class size is a contributing 

factor to a variety of positive educational outcomes.  While not necessarily proven 

through prior or current research to be scientifically accurate, this perception is one that 



 

 123 

carries weight in parents’ decision-making processes regarding their selection of school 

for their children. 

Implications 

The findings from this study have several important implications for 

administrators of both private and public schools.  For administrators of private schools, 

the data obtained can guide them to improve those aspects of their school that parents 

value most when choosing a school for their children.  In this way, if they take care that 

their schools have small class sizes and well-preserved and high-quality equipment and 

facilities, parents will feel that the school is closer to the expectations they have about the 

ideal school for their children.  At the same time, these same administrators must give 

attention to the academic quality they offer by hiring good teachers, offering a wide range 

of extracurricular activities, and maintaining an open-door policy and closeness to parents 

to obtain the support of those parents who expect to receive such benefits from their 

children’s school. 

For administrators of public schools, the information obtained in this study may 

also be of value.  As the study found, parents rejected not being heard by teachers and 

administrators in public schools, so a better communication policy with parents could 

help to improve the appreciation of parents of their public schools.  In addition, given the 

perception of the decline of quality and the parallel increase of bureaucracy in public 

schools during the last 25 years by parents from all of the countries included in this study, 

it is recommended that public schools try to correct this perception by means of 

improvement policies sustained over time. 

This research also demonstrates there are two motivations that parents also have 
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to choose a school that school administrators should consider: education as an investment 

in their children’s future and the social contacts that private schools can provide students 

and their families.  The greater the prestige and public image that a school has, 

particularly as related to academics and future prospect for attaining high quality higher 

education, the more certain parents will be of having made the “right” choice.  Along 

these lines, no private or public school can arbitrarily discriminate against families that 

want to access it, but schools can establish codes of conduct, dress, and/or language for 

their students that encourages the improvement of respect and social behavior in 

classrooms, increasing the positive assessment of the school by parents. 

This study has shown that when parents mentioned the value of social 

relationships for themselves and their children that the school can offer, they did not refer 

to the socioeconomic capacity of other families, but rather to the potential connections 

they could make in terms of culture and equality of values; therefore actions that can be 

carried out within schools that contribute to such encounters and the strengthening of 

those values would be positively recognized by families.  Finally, school administrators 

could better focus their investment in public and private schools in order to make them 

more efficient and respond better to the expectations that parents, and the community in 

general that they serve, have of their schools. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Further research on the topic of parental school choice could explore in more 

detail some aspects discovered in this study.  Analysis of the answers of parents from 

schools in other countries may uncover more information and could be used to refine 

theory.  Some considerations pointed out in this study, such as the increasing influence of 
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social networks on parental choice of private education for their children, could be 

investigated more deeply.  Likewise, this study has been carried out in countries with 

different per capita income levels, different mother languages, and different cultures, but 

all of them are in the Western hemisphere.  It would be very interesting and useful to 

carry out a similar study or in countries of Asia and the Middle East or comparative 

studies that crossed cultural hemispheres. 

Finally, the consideration of the private school as a corporation as a reason to 

choose a private school appears in this study for the first time.  It would be interesting to 

study this aspect in more detail in the future. 
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