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Major political changes since 1994 have initiated the pace of change in the South African education system. Parents’ values,
traditions and practices that served in the past were no longer relevant in the new dynamic educational environment. Parental
school choice and “the right to choose” movement has subsequently come to the fore. The purpose of this article elucidates
findings regarding the demographics of active school choice engagement among middle class parents in Western Gauteng,
South Africa. The study, situated in the Gauteng province, South Africa, followed a conclusive research design with a post
positivist paradigm. Parent questionnaires were distributed to different types of urban schools to establish the perceptions of
parents regarding the factors, anxieties, aspirations and strategies influencing school choice decision-making. Findings
reveal that language, income and education not only have a definitive influence on active school choice engagement but also
affect the level of importance attached to specific school choice factors. Education in South Africa can thus be viewed as a
unique complex system embedded in a political, cultural and economic context.
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Introduction

Since the advent of democracy in 1994, South Africa has undergone significant and major political, social and
economic change. Education, within this broad context of transformation, has not been overlooked. Despite the
many positive attributes brought about to the education system through a number of policy initiatives (Republic
of South Africa [RSA], 1996a), the quality of education in South Africa remains significantly varied between
what has been termed functional and dysfunctional schools (Fleisch, 2008; Modisaotsile, 2012; Van der Berg,
Taylor, Gustafsson, Spaull & Armstrong, 2011). Even more alarming, is that many schools have retained the
legacy of both their racial and economic character depicted by the apartheid past (Du Toit, 2008). Dysfunctional
schools, categorised as those that are historically disadvantaged, continue to serve mainly black and coloured
children throughout South Africa. Pockets of excellence, however, are evident among some of these historically
disadvantaged schools (Maringe & Moletsane, 2015). Although few and far between, these schools are a beacon
of hope for the country. Functional schools represent those that served mainly white children in the past.
Currently they display the notion of diversity among the population in South Africa and produce educational
achievement closer to the norms of developed countries (Van der Berg et al., 2011). The Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), in its most recent assessment of South Africa’s economic
progression since 1994, identified substandard public education as one of the key challenges facing the country
at present (OECD, 2013). This outcome was ratified by a National School Effectiveness Study (NSES) which
demonstrated that Grade 5 learners in historically black schools performed considerably worse than Grade 3
learners in historically white schools (Taylor, 2011).

Amid this backdrop exists a growing parental perception that public schooling will not be able to enhance
the educational outcomes of their children, and it is no surprise that parents are scrambling for enrolment in the
limited functional sub-system (Hoadley, 1999; Maile, 2004; Msila, 2009; Sekete, Shilubane & Moila, 2001).
The South African Department of Education (DoE), in its annual report in a chapter on Race, Diversity and
Values (DoE, 1999), acknowledges that since 1995 the school system has experienced new patterns of learner
movement from poorly resourced schools to better resourced schools; from poorly disciplined schools to better
disciplined schools and from schools where learners fail national examinations and tests to schools where
learners succeed. Mention of parents’ ability to make informed choices also formed part of the report and
indicated that “quite often parents are enticed by false expectations and as a result make poor choices if they
have little experience of education or are of limited financial means” themselves. This movement, termed
“migration of learners” is a telling sign of the aspirations of parents having no confidence in governments’
ability to provide a consistent standard quality of education throughout the system. Parents are as such
increasingly involved in school choice decision-making in South Africa at present.

This study has significance for policy makers, school managers and parents of developing and developed
countries concerning the choice of schools. It allows parents to make the decision based on their child’s
individual needs, whether it be a public or private education. Policy makers and school managers will develop
policies that will guide parents to make good school choices. Parents should be satisfied with choice, that they
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report using academic preferences to make choices,
and that they tend to be more involved with their
child’s education as a consequence of choice. It
should be noted that parents will most likely
improve their education about school choice but
not necessarily their language or income per se.
They will consider various factors to make
informed decisions about the schools that they send
their children to.

Research Context

School choice in South Africa has its legal
foundation formulated in the Constitution of the
Republic of South Africa, 1996 (RSA, 1996b).
According to section 29, every citizen has the right
to receive an education in a public educational
institution of their choice, where the education is
reasonably practicable and in the language of their
choice. School choice, therefore, is defined as the
process through which South African parents
move, when they choose one school over another
born out of a vision to provide a quality education
for their children. School choice is a policy reform
idea aimed to increase the involvement of parents
in responsibly schooling their children by giving
them ownership of the task (Lamdin & Mintrom,
1997). Pre 1994, South African parents were not
actively involved in making choices regarding the
schools their children would attend. This was
simply determined for them by legislation and
children were enrolled in schools by residence,
language and/or by colour. Very little thought or
consideration of other factors were taken into
account to determine the school that a child would
attend. As an outcome of democracy, school choice
became a reality and parents today have the ability
to choose which schools to send their children to
rather than relying on the methods carried out in
the past. Parents are now able to formulate their
own ideas and preferences of what they consider
the ideal school to be and offer their children
(Russell, 2006; Venter, 2011). Assumptions have
been made about what parents are looking for in
the schools they select for their children, but there
has been little real evidence to show what really
influences parents when choosing a school in South
Africa (Evans & Cleghorn, 2014). What is clear is
that parents have been voting with their feet over
the past number of years (Msila, 2009).
Traditionally, the concept of migration focused on
labour and urbanisation trends in response to socio-
economic pressures and there was little attention
given to migration in education. Paterson and Kruss
(1998) suggest that educational migration patterns
are driven either by a lack of local access to
educational opportunities, or by the motivation to
gain access to educational opportunities that are
perceived to be “better.” Accordingly, the increased
mobility of our population combined with the
school choice movement has resulted in

increasingly large numbers of parents who want to

shop for schools as they do for consumer products.

As such, school choice has the ability to bring

about a consumer-oriented approach to education

that needs to be studied (Sekete et al., 2001). That
being said, schools in South Africa, as a result of
choice, are under financial pressure to improve
quality (Immelman, 2013). As the school market
changes and becomes more complex and crowded,
school marketing thus has the propensity to
complicate the school choice decision for parents.

An added complication is the South African DoE

online school admission system for Grade 1’s and

Grade 8’s. Within this system a parent may make a

maximum of five applications to five different

schools per child based on particular admissions
criteria. Parents receive offers of placement from
schools with available space within a particular
feeder zone (Gauteng Province Education, RSA,
n.d.). It is held that the move to increase choice and
competition in the education system is unlikely to
be reversed and thus the challenge that faces policy
makers is to devise policies that harness the power
of choice and competition to bring about
improvement in the educational opportunities

provided for all children (Plank & Sykes, 2003).

In this context, the problem statement for this
article was: “Does the demographics of a parent
influence active engagement in school choice
decision-making and the value parents attached to
specific school choice factors?”

In determining a profile for whom has a
predisposition to being involved in school choice
decision-making, the following objective assisted
in realising the aim:

e To ascertain items of demographics that predict
active school choice engagement in parents.

e To determine whether items of demographics
influence the relative importance of school choice
factors.

For the sake of brevity, we only report on those

variables that seemed to be the most influential on

the factors generated by the empirical study.

Methodology

A quantitative study with questionnaires was used
to establish the perceptions of parents regarding
their decision-making process with respect to
school choice. Literature was reviewed and the
items that emerged as important determinates in
decision-making was  constructed into a
guestionnaire. Six hundred questionnaires were
distributed to middle class parents of urban schools
in the Gauteng. The Cronbach-alpha reliability
coefficient was used to determine the internal
reliability of the questionnaire. All values in the
questionnaire demonstrated a Coefficient-Alpha of
above 0.60 and were thus considered reliable (Ary,
Jacobs & Sorensen 2010). Exploratory factor
analysis together with questionnaire design and
administration protocol ensured content and
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construct validity. Final trustworthiness of data was
established through statistical measures using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS)
15.0 package. Hypotheses were set and this paved
the way for the analysis of data. In testing for
significant differences between three independent
groups or more, the Kruskal-Wallis test was used.
The Kruskal-Wallis test is the nonparametric test
equivalent to the one-way ANOVA, and is an
extension of the Mann-Whitney U test. It allows for
the comparison of more than two independent
groups and is used when dictated to do so by the
skewness of data. To determine statistical
significant differences on groupings for home
language, monthly gross income, highest academic
qualification and type of school, the Kruskal-Wallis
test was employed. To mitigate the unnatural
distribution of data the Central Limit Theorem was
evoked in which it is held that the sampling
distribution of the sampling means approaches a
normal distribution as the sample size gets larger
regardless of the shape of the population
distribution (Statistics Solutions, 2021). This fact
holds true for sample sizes over 30, which applies
to this study as the sample size equalled 374.

Theoretical Framework

To engage in the research problem and to theorise
and investigate school choice and the decision-
making involved, Cultural-Historical Activity
theory (CHAT) (Engestrom, 2001), coupled with
Glasser’s Choice theory (1999) were used.

CHAT is a cross-disciplinary framework for
studying how humans purposefully transform
natural and social reality, including themselves, as
an ongoing culturally and historically situated,
materially and socially mediated process (Roth,
Radford & LaCroix, 2012). Within this model,
subjects are participants in an activity, motivated
toward a purpose or attainment of the object.
Parents engaged in school choice decision-making
are identified as the subject of the model, with
school choice being the object of activity. Since a
subjects’ interpretation of the object will be shaped
by the social practices of the situations in which the
object is located, tools are defined as socially
shared cognitive or material resources that subjects
can use to attain the object. For school choice these
include a myriad of factors that could influence a
particular person’s choice of school as each
individual taking part in the activity will have a
slightly different view and interpretation of the
object and purpose of the activity. The model
additionally describes how activity can only exist
in relation to rules, community and division of
labour, as these societal dimensions effect the
systemic organisation of human activity. In this
sense, informal or formal rules regulate the
subject’s participation while engaging in activity.
The rules element of the system makes reference to

a number of policy initiatives which provide the
boundaries for school choice, the most important
being the South African Schools Act (RSA, 1996a).
Community depicts the activity setting or physical
environment in which activity is carried out.
Because community includes multiple points of
view, traditions and interests for the purpose of
school choice, the diversity of South African
society as impacted by apartheid is explored. The
division of labour is the shared participation
responsibilities in the activity determined by the
community. It is argued that the primary
contradiction/tension that echoes through the entire
activity system is the challenges or barriers
experienced by parents when exercising choice.

Choice theory posits that an individual’s
behaviour or choices they make are driven by a
never-ending quest to satisfy five genetically driven
needs and four fundamental psychological needs
(Sullo, 2011). In essence the effectiveness of
school choice hinges on parents making sound
choices. Parents have unique feelings and
perceptions regarding the different types of schools
available from which to choose in the distinctive
South African educational environment as evolved
over time. According to Choice theory, these
perceptions influence the choices parents make in
the quest to meet their basic needs and compare
their perception of reality versus the pictures of
their individual quality worlds of what they want in
an educational sense.

Choice theory complements the empirical
possibilities of CHAT and provide a means to
reveal underlying causal mechanisms structuring
learning activity in terms of how a school choice
decision is made. Applying a theoretical context of
this nature provides structure for the investigation
since parental decision-making can be seen not
only to be an action but an action continuously
influenced by tensions and other elements making
up the social construct of a parent.

Literature Review

As parents increasingly value the importance of
education for the life opportunities of their
children, so the weight of school choice intensifies.
Research indicates that parents who actively choose
schools are better educated, have higher levels of
income and are less likely to be unemployed than
non-choosing parents (Bosetti, 2004:391). It is also
held that school choice policies seem to favour
middle and upper income families (Plank & Sykes,
2003) and that well-off parents seek strategies to
maintain their children’s privileges while aspiring
parents seek strategies to escape from the schools
to which their children are assigned in the quest for
better opportunities (Carnoy & McEwan, 2003;
Walford, 2003). Poor families it seems, are less
likely than higher income families to take full
advantage of opportunities to choose their
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children’s schools (Carnoy & McEwan, 2003;
Walford, 2003). The reasons for this are twofold.
Firstly, poorer families lack equal access to
information about schooling options, they cannot
afford the cost of transportation and possible
voluntary or compulsory school fees and they may
be reluctant to send their children to schools where
they feel unwelcome (Burgess, Greaves, Vignoles
& Wilson, 2010; Carnoy & McEwan, 2003;
Hastings, Kane & Staiger, 2005; Walford, 2003). A
second reason choice policies favour wealthier
families, is often because of the power given to
schools to implement their own admission policies.
Schools that are able to be selective in their learner
intake have an incentive to enrol learners who are
the least costly to educate from their application
pools, and this strategy discriminates against poorer
families (Burgess et al., 2010; Plank & Sykes,
2003).

Goldring and Rowley (2006), confer with the
above information and add to the literature by
indicating that parents who participate in school
choice differ from non-choosers in five important
ways. These include differences in demographics,
satisfaction ~with  previous school, parental
involvement, educational priorities, and social
networks. Demographic differences are measured
in terms of parental education, family income and
race. The literature points out that parents with
higher levels of educational attainment tend to
believe that education is important, are more
familiar with types of schools on offer, and as such
are able to make more informed decisions.
Research also alludes to a direct correlation
between high levels of education and high levels of
income. As such, parents with increased access to
resources are able to choose from a wider pool of
educational opportunities. Race, in this particular
study, finds that racial minorities on average
possess less resources, and as a result are less likely
to choose schools with their associated costs
(Goldring & Rowley, 2006).

Satisfaction with previous school indicates
that parents might choose to move from a school
because of dissatisfaction experienced with their
children’s education prior to participating in school
choice. Also parents that have chosen a school for
their children tend to be more satisfied with that
school than if they were assigned to it. Parents who
participate in school choice, by nature of this
participation, are more likely to be involved in their
children’s education compared to those parents
who do not participate in choice mechanisms.
Choosers are also inclined to place more emphasis
on educational priorities that are associated with
academic outcomes such as student achievement
and are also more likely to have social networks

that facilitate participation in the process of school
choice than those of non-choosers.

South Africa presents itself with a similar
state of affairs. According to Sekete et al. (2001),
choice of perceived better schools is limited to the
middle class as most of these schools are found in
formerly white suburbs. Because of the legacy of
apartheid’s Group Areas Act of 1950 (Johnson-
Castle, 2014), school choice in South Africa is
delineated largely in terms of class. Hoadley (1999)
thus questions whether parents from formerly black
communities do in fact have a fair choice of
schools in these neighbourhoods. With regards to
satisfaction, multiple research indicates that South
African parents move away from certain schools in
the hopes that they might be more satisfied in
alternative school environments (Hoadley, 1999;
Maile, 2004; Msila, 2009; Sekete et al., 2001).
According to Paterson and Kruss (1998), learner
migration extends from pre-school to tertiary
education and is not bound by any specific factors
except the desire by parents for equal opportunity
through schooling. South African democracy has
resulted in enhanced parental involvement in
education across the board and parents send their
children to schools they think will serve their best
interests (Msila, 2009). Many parents, however,
still keep their children in historical black township
schools because of economic reasons. In
connecting with academic outcomes and social
networks in the South African context, Lombard
(2007) attests that parents exercise individual
preferences for school choice. Consequently,
school choice becomes a multifaceted phenomenon
that needs to be wunpacked from different
perspectives. Although much of the literature
mentioned focuses on parents exercising choice, it
must be mentioned that many parents for many
different reasons do not appear to have the
disposition or motivation to engage in choice
strategies. These parents are not involved in their
children’s education and are thus isolated by choice
from the concept (Bosetti, 2004).

Based on the literature above that school
choice seems to be limited to middle-class families
who have a predisposition to being involved, have
clear educational priorities for their children and
are socially connected, hypotheses with regard to
language, income and academic qualifications were
set for this study. The empirical study unpacking
the decision-making process of parents in selecting
schools, it was felt, would serve to integrate both
the international and national literature on school
choice by explaining who, from a South African
context, engaged in school choice and how this
may or may not differ from experiences in other
countries.
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Results and Discussion

Factor Analysis

Factor analysis is a useful statistical method for
investigating variable relationships for complex
concepts (Statistics Solutions, 2021). It is a process
in which the values of observed data are expressed
as functions of a number of possible causes in order
to find which are the most important. It allows
researchers to investigate concepts that are not
easily measured directly, by collapsing a large
number of variables into a few interpretable
underlying factors. To this end, the questionnaire
administered to parents was subjected to factor
analysis. The 44 items that emerged as important

Table 1 Factors constituting parental school choice

determinates in decision-making were subjected to
principal axis factoring (PAF) using the extraction
method and oblimin rotation with Kaiser
Normalization. Prior to performing PAF, the
suitability of data for factor analysis was assessed.
An inspection of the correlation matrix revealed the
presence of sufficient coefficients of 0.3 and above.
The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) value was 0.898,
exceeding the recommended value of 0.7. The
measures of sampling adequacy (MSA) were also
all above 0.6. Based on the pattern matrix, the
outcome suggested the presence of eight factors
which explained 48.19% of the variance as
described in Table 1.

Factor Cronbach’s alpha

No. of mean Rank reliability

No.  Factor name items score order coefficient
1 Intrinsic child-related influences 7 4.20 1 0.855
2 School infrastructure 6 3.62 5 0.882
3 Effective school leadership and governance 5 4.13 2 0.904
4 Value-added incentives 7 2.53 8 0.801
5 School culture 8 3.22 7 0.785
6 Academic excellence 4 4.03 3 0.807
7 Geography 3 3.74 4 0.698
8 School size 2 3.59 6 0.741

These eight choice factors realised an overall
mean score of above 2.5 indicating that all eight
factors play an influential role for parents in school
choice decision-making. This paved the way for
hypothesis  testing. We only discuss two
independent variables, namely, monthly gross
income and school choice factors and highest
academic qualification and school choice factors.

Monthly Gross Income and School Choice Factors
Income refers to whether parents are economically
in a position to make choices beyond the borders of
their locality (Hoadley, 1999). Subsequently it was
decided to explore whether the importance that
parents attached to the various school choice
factors differed in any significant way according to
their combined monthly income. The income
groupings were based on those used by Statistics
South Africa. Tables 2 and 3 describe the emergent
hypothesis and significance.
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Table 2 Hypothesis of combined monthly income as the independent variable

Dimensions Variable Symbol Description of symbol Test
Multivariate level ~ Combined Hom Null hypothesis: There is statistically no Kruskal-Wallis
monthly significant difference among the mean rank test
income scores of respondents’ combined monthly

income in respect of the eight school choice
factors taken together.
Ham Alternative hypothesis: There is a statistically ~ Kruskal-Wallis
significant difference among the mean rank test
scores of respondents’ combined monthly
income in respect of the eight school factors
taken together.

Univariate level Combined Hoa Null hypothesis: There is statistically no Kruskal-Wallis
monthly significant difference among the mean rank test
income scores of respondents’ combined monthly

income in respect of the eight factors taken
separately:

Hoa1 Intrinsic child-related influences

Honz School infrastructure

Hoas Effective school leadership and governance

Hoas Value-added incentives

Hons School culture

Hone Academic excellence

Hoa7 Geographic location

Hons School size

Univariate level Combined Haa Alternative hypothesis: There is a statistically ~ Kruskal-Wallis
monthly significant difference among the mean rank test
income scores of respondents’ combined monthly

income in respect of the eight factors taken
separately:

Haa1 Intrinsic child-related influences

Haa2 School infrastructure

Haas Effective school leadership and governance

Haag Value-added incentives

Haas School culture

Haas Academic excellence

Haa7 Geographic location

Haas School size
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Table 3 Significance of differences among respondents’ combined monthly income in respect of the eight

school choice factors

Kruskal-Wallis
Factor Group Mean rank (h-value) p-value
Intrinsic child-related influences Up to R4,500 174.00 11.871 0.018*
R4,500 — R10,000 219.40
R10,001 — R20,000 170.23
R20,001 — R60,000 174.31
R60,001 and above 153.80
School infrastructure Up to R4,500 151.13 9.843 0.043*
R4,500 — R10,000 204.44
R10,001 — R20,000 176.63
R20,001 — R60,000 158.10
R60,001 and above 188.14
Effective school leadership and governance  Up to R4,500 189.03 1.831 0.767
R4,500 — R10,000 181.26
R10,001 — R20,000 178.11
R20,001 - R60,000 169.91
R60,001 and above 163.48
Value-added incentives Up to R4,500 202.32 41.244 0.000**
R4,500 - R10,000 255.86
R10,001 — R20,000 185.73
R20,001 — R60,000 152.50
R60,001 and above 148.87
School culture Up to R4,500 164.53 8.909 0.063
R4,500 - R10,000 206.90
R10,001 - R20,000 183.95
R20,001 - R60,000 170.15
R60,001 and above 153.15
Academic excellence Up to R4,500 183.21 3.314 0.507
R4,500 — R10,000 192.58
R10,001 — R20,000 180.49
R20,001 — R60,000 169.73
R60,001 and above 161.97
Geographic location Up to R4,500 146.00 10.399 0.034*
R4,500 - R10,000 213.87
R10,001 - R20,000 178.43
R20,001 - R60,000 171.57
R60,001 and above 158.23
School size Up to R4,500 127.29 9.270 0.055
R4,500 — R10,000 144.83
R10,001 - R20,000 160.39
R20,001 - R60,000 179.62
R60,001 and above 181.58

Note. *Statistically significant at the 5% level (p < 0.05). **Statistically significant at the 1% level (p < 0.01).

The data in Table 3 show that there is a

statistically significant difference between the
parents’ combined monthly income at the
multivariate level. Hom is thus rejected in favour of
the research hypothesis Hav. At the univariate level
the mean rank scores of the different income
groups differ from one another in respect of
intrinsic child-related influences (5% level), school
infrastructure (5% level), value-added incentives
(1% level) and geographic location (5% level).
Hoa1, Hoa2, Hoas and Hoaz are consequently rejected
in favour of Haa1, Haa2, Haas, and Haaz.

The data thus illustrate that the importance
that parents attach to the various choice factors
differs according to their monthly income and as
such it could be inferred that parents who actively
choose schools or engage in school choice have
higher levels of income. This concurs with findings

by the OECD (2012) that parental school choice is
often restricted by family income and is reiterated
in the findings of Carnoy and McEwan (2003),
Plank and Sykes (2003) and Walford (2003).

From a  consumer  decision-making
perspective, individual factors reflected by a
parent’s self-concept and lifestyle often evolve as a
result of combined monthly income. The way that
parents live or enact their self-concept greatly
influences the choices parents make. Parents would
seldom associate with schools that may jeopardise
their self-image (McDaniel, Lamb & Hair, 2012).
Monthly income available to spend on education
would thus influence school choice in terms of
affordability, price sensitivity and the social value
attached to a specific school (Cant, 2010). This
relates directly to the second key concept of Choice
theory, where Sullo (2011) explains that people
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build up through interaction with others, an idea of
a perfect existence that becomes the source of all
motivation.

Further to  this, contradictions and
disturbances in CHAT could also explain this
empirical evidence. In this context, school choice
decision-making is not only embedded within the
CHAT activity system but is also continuously
influenced by both individual and social tensions
evident between the various elements of the
system. The primary contradiction or tension that
echoes through the entire activity system is the
challenges or barriers that parents experience when
exercising choice. Income is a definitive barrier to
school choice and this tension can most certainly
preclude some parents from choosing a specific
school and its perceived benefits (Yamagata-
Lynch, 2010). This finding is echoed by Hastings et
al. (2005) who found that better-off parents are
more likely to enrol their children in high quality
schools as they have more information and
resources available to making this choice. In
contrast, more disadvantaged parents tend to

exercise choice less and send their children to local
neighbourhood schools. The positive correlation
between income and education is well documented
and analysed in the next hypothesis.

Highest Academic Qualification and School Choice
Factors

In determining who chooses, research indicates that
more educated parents are better equipped to
exercise choice (Bosetti, 2004; Goldring &
Rowley, 2006). It is asserted that some parents may
have the best intentions for their children, but may
not have the competencies or information necessary
to select the most appropriate schools.
Consequently, it was decided to investigate
whether any significant differences between
parent’s highest academic qualification was evident
in terms of the various school choice factors. Five
groups depicting various levels of education were
presented and parents were asked to indicate which
was the most appropriate to them. Tables 4 and 5
show the emergent hypotheses and significance.
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Table 4 Hypothesis of highest academic qualification as the independent variable

Dimensions Variable Symbol Description of symbol Test
Multivariate Highest academic Hom Null hypothesis: There is statistically no  Kruskal-Wallis test
level qualification significant difference among the mean
rank scores of respondents’ highest
academic qualification in respect of the
eight school choice factors taken
together.
Ham Alternative hypothesis: There is a Kruskal-Wallis test
statistical significant difference among
the mean rank scores of respondents’
highest academic qualification in respect
of the eight school factors taken
together.
Univariate Highest academic Hoa Null hypothesis: There is statistically no  Kruskal-Wallis test
level qualification significant difference among the mean
rank scores of respondents’ highest
academic qualification in respect of the
eight factors taken separately:
Hoa1 Intrinsic child-related influences
Hoa2 School infrastructure
Hoas Effective school leadership and
governance
Hoas Value-added incentives
Hons School culture
Hons Academic excellence
Hoa7 Geographic location
Hons School size
Univariate Highest academic Haa Alternative hypothesis: There is a Kruskal-Wallis test
level qualification statistical significant difference among
the mean rank scores of respondents’
highest academic qualification in respect
of the eight factors taken separately:
Haa1 Intrinsic child-related influences
Haa2 School infrastructure
Haas Effective school leadership and
governance
Haaa Value-added incentives
Haas School culture
Hans Academic excellence
Haa7 Geographic location

Haas

School size
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Table 5 Significance of differences among respondents’ highest academic qualification in respect of the eight

school choice factors
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Kruskal-Wallis
Factor Group Mean rank (h-value) p-value
Intrinsic child-related influences Lower than G12 186.72 7.486 0.112
Grade 12 184.37
Post school diploma 200.73
Degree 171.32
Postgrad qualification 155.29
School infrastructure Lower than G12 165.39 2.311 0.679
Grade 12 188.02
Post school diploma 190.77
Degree 175.64
Postgrad qualification 172.48
Effective school leadership and governance ~ Lower than G12 175.96 3.555 0.470
Grade 12 189.22
Post school diploma 190.58
Degree 165.50
Postgrad qualification 169.33
Value-added incentives Lower than G12 24477 18.240 0.001**
Grade 12 196.02
Post school diploma 183.29
Degree 161.25
Postgrad qualification 14451
School culture Lower than G12 169.66 2.077 0.722
Grade 12 185.76
Post school diploma 190.03
Degree 169.28
Postgrad qualification 177.07
Academic excellence Lower than G12 155.5 5.207 0.267
Grade 12 187.48
Post school diploma 193.45
Degree 185.20
Postgrad qualification 160.80
Geographic location Lower than G12 173.04 2.108 0.716
Grade 12 188.58
Post school diploma 189.18
Degree 178.92
Postgrad qualification 167.48
School size Lower than G12 143.50 10.478 0.033*
Grade 12 163.55
Post school diploma 193.61
Degree 200.50
Postgrad qualification 170.08

Note. *Statistically significant at the 5% level (p < 0.05). **Statistically significant at the 1% level (p < 0.01).

The data in Table 5 shows that there is a
statistical significant difference between the
parents’ highest academic qualification at the
multivariate level. Hom is thus rejected in favour of
research hypothesis Ham. At the univariate level the
mean rank scores of the different educational
groups differ from one another in respect of
value-added incentives (1% level) and school size
(5% level). Hoas and Hoag are consequently rejected
in favour of Haas, and Haas. The data reveal that a
parent’s level of qualification does have an
influence on school choice. In particular,
value-added incentives rate more highly with lower
educated groups and interestingly school size is
more of an influencing factor for the more
educated.

Value-added incentives as a factor in this
study includes aspects relating to school uniform,

aftercare facilities, transport to school, friends
attending the school and special educational needs
being catered for by the school. Empirical evidence
suggests that these aspects may be more important
for lower educated groups as a result of the
aspirations that these parents have for their
children. This is in agreement with the findings of
Longfield (2011) and Msila (2009) who found that
education is regarded as a liberator from poverty
and an opportunity for parents to invest in their
children’s education. Parents with limited
education have a directly proportionate amount of
disposable income to spend on education. As such
costs associated with school choice become
important considerations (Du Toit, 2008; Evans &
Cleghorn, 2014). On examination of the items
encapsulated in the value-added incentive factor it
can be noted that many of the items relate to the
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financial cost of education and school choice.
Accordingly, these associated costs of uniforms,
travel, aftercare and extra lessons would resonate
more with the lower income group in terms of
practical considerations that need to be taken than
with more educated parents who may have more
disposable income to work with.

School size as a factor in this study, included
not only the total number of learners enrolled at a
school but also the teacher/child ratio policy
employed by the school for an individual class. In
suggesting possibilities for empirical evidence
related to school size, teacher/child ratios are
thought to be a central issue. These ratios impact
the quality of children’s early educational
experiences, with lower ratios typically being more
favourable. Broad agreement in research indicates
that a smaller class size enables teachers to provide
better quality education (Huntsman, 2008;
Torquati, Raikes & Huddleston-Casas, 2007). This
is true, since a smaller class size is believed to
allow more time for individualised and responsive
teacher attention and interactions (De Schipper,
Riksen-Walraven & Geurts, 2006). In reality,
however, many schools struggle to maintain low
teacher/child ratios due to limited resources at both
local and national level. Findings in this study thus
suggest that more educated parents are of a similar
opinion that the predisposition to quality education
is the physical number of learners in a classroom
linked to one teacher. Private schools use this ratio
as a major marketing strategy in claiming the
provision of a superior quality of education to that
of government schools. It is also used as a
justification for high fees. Accordingly, as a result
of the direct correlation between high levels of
education and high levels of income (Goldring &
Rowley, 2006), parents with increased access to
resources are able to choose from a wider pool of
educational opportunities providing credence to
these findings.

Although parents may be concerned with
different factors according to their situation and
circumstance, in general parents participating in
choice seek the best possible educational
opportunities for their children.

Conclusion

Education is sometimes described as the great
equaliser, a powerful social force that can level the
playing field of opportunity among citizens
(Byanyima, 2014). The current education system in
South Africa only provides some children with this
opportunity insofar as their parents can actually
choose for them to attend good schools. Other
parents, without the resources, are left, it seems,
with little or no choice. All parents — not only those
who can afford it — should have a say in where their
children go to school and have the opportunity to
choose excellent schools for their children. Parents,

it seems, desire to be informed education
consumers regardless of social situation or
circumstance and have many reasons for making
the choices they do. Often choice, as explained by
CHAT and Choice theory, is not only a matter of
accessing better resources but involves making
trade-offs in pursuit of perceived quality education
and positive academic outcomes. Often the
individual choices that South African parents make
are not so much about the reasons for choice but
more about the constraints within which their
choices are made. Choice is synonymous with
democracy and parents exercising school choice
may have the ability to force all schools — public
and private — to compete and innovate in order to
offer the best education possible to attract and
retain learners. Parents need to be able to exercise
choice and this choice should be unrestricted.
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