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Extended abstract  

Urban educational processes and school choice strategies have been well-reported in 

literature. In many approaches, class is one central dimension covering the well-known 

typology of choosers (privileged or skilled, semi-skilled and disconnected) (Ball et al., 

1996), the role of cultural capital to encode and decode knowledge of schools, the 

emphasis on reproduction and social closure as well as research on parental value di-

lemmas and the risks and fears involved in school choice for different social class 

groups (Ball et al., 1996; Butler & Robson, 2003; Byrne, 2006; Raveaud & van Zanten, 

2007; Vincent et al., 2009; Vowden, 2012; Noreisch, 2007). Related to the focus on 

social class, another line of research on urban education focused on the interaction 

between educational provision and residential choice (Butler & Hamnett, 2007; Ham-

nett & Butler, 2011; Boterman, 2013; Rangvid, 2007), the interplay between class and 

place in intervening in parental choice, different circuits of schooling as well as local 

parental networks and their influence on parents’ access to inside knowledge about 

schools (Butler & Robson, 2003; Ball & Vincent, 1998; Ball & Vincent, 2007; Kosunen, 

2014; Noreisch, 2007). 

According to Ball & Vincent (1998), parental school choice is highly influenced by social 

networks and informal information – so called grapevine knowledge – that is distribut-

ed unevenly across different social groups. Other mothers seem to be “the most im-

portant sources of information” (Byrne, 2006: 1008). Since school choice has a very 

local character, parents tend to perceive local networks as the most reliable source of 

information (van Zanten, 2013). Studies have thus identified the important role of dif-

ferent foci in the local neighbourhood, such as baby groups, child-related activities, 

childcare centres and primary schools, which facilitate and maintain the social net-

works through which information about childcare and school can be accessed (Byrne, 

2006; van Zanten, 2013; Ball & Vincent, 1998).  

Apart from its role as a useful source of information, grapevine knowledge provides a 

medium for social comparison “with others 'like us' and 'others' not 'like us'” (Ball & 

Vincent, 1998: 393). Choice strategies and attitudes to childcare, schooling and social 

mix are framed by social norms and values and parents often feel a pressure to con-
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form to dominant norms regarding social matching of school (van Zanten, 2013). These 

norms are often localised pointing to the important role of place in school choice con-

text. As research could show, place can shape classed attitudes to parenting leading to 

‘local parenting cultures’ (Holloway, 1998) that are not neatly confined to members of 

a specific social class (Holloway & Pimlott-Wilson, 2014). It can therefore be assumed 

that contacts and networks in socially mixed childcare centres could influence parents’ 

school choice strategies. An analysis of the relationship between social class, the socio-

spatial environment and parents’ educational aspirations and strategies might thus be 

of high interest. 

Being effective brokers of organisational and social ties (Small, 2009), childcare centres 

might be one important place for shaping parental aspirations and educational strate-

gies. The role of pre-school organisations in shaping parental educational strategies 

has not yet been adequately investigated. However, focusing on mixed childcare cen-

tres might be crucial for two reasons: While parental strategies are mostly understood 

through the lens of their cultural (and economic) capital, there is little knowledge on 

how parents’ educational strategies are shaped by organisational structures and inter-

nal practices on the one hand and by social networks and encounters (with other social 

groups) in these organisations on the other hand. Furthermore, since research has 

mainly focused on middle classes, there is currently less knowledge about non-middle-

class parents´ intentions and the potential mutual influence of both groups through 

regular encounters in mixed childcare centres. The dominant focus on middle-class 

families’ strategies “may lead us to overlook inter-group processes” (Nast & Blokland, 

2014: 485) and impedes from examining the relevance of mixed institutional settings. 

Since current research points to the positive effect of socially mixed childcare centres 

on children’s development (Groos & Jehles, 2015), the question arises if the institu-

tion’s social composition is also reflected in social networks and to what extent these 

networks influence parents’ educational strategies and their attitudes towards socially 

mixed primary schools.  
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Therefore, the underlying research questions are:  

 What are the effects of encounter and networks in (mixed) childcare centres on 

parental educational strategies?   

 And how are these strategies formed and shaped by the organisation and its in-

ternal practices, routines and structures?  

Building upon the arguments above, I am planning to conduct an empirical study on 

parental school choice strategies in city in the Federal State of North Rhine-Westphalia 

(NRW)/Germany, where school catchment areas have been abolished in 2008. Alt-

hough free choice of primary schools was advertised as a tool for working class and 

other underprivileged families to access better schools than those in their immediate 

living environment, privileged parents strategically use this freedom more often than 

disadvantaged families (Weishaupt et al., 2012). The research study shall allow for in-

sights into the role of (class-crossing) networks on the one hand and organisational 

structures in childcare centres on the other hand in shaping parental educational 

strategies. Findings from a mixed childcare centre are planned to be contrasted with 

the analysis of two more homogenous ones. Moreover, the study shall investigate the 

differences and similarities between middle-class and non-middle-class parents in ne-

gotiating with free school choice and the underlying values and perceptions behind 

these strategies.  

The study will have a mainly qualitative approach based on interviews with the parents 

of children between four and six years in the chosen childcare centres and expert in-

terviews with staff in childcare centres and schools. The interviews with parents will 

include a network analysis with name generators to qualify ego-centred social net-

works and (class-bridging) resource transfer. The interviews will be supported and 

complemented by participatory observations in order to get access to ordinary prac-

tices, organisational structures and internal routines, which cannot be illustrated by 

expert interviews.  

 

 



DRAFT VERSION – Please do not quote or circulate without permission 

4 

 

Bibliography  

Ball SJ, Bowe R, Gewirtz S (1996) School choice, social class and distinction: the realiza-

tion of social advantage in education. Journal of Education Policy, 12(1): 89-112. 

Ball SJ, Vincent C (1998) ‘I Heard It on the Grapevine’: ‘hot’ knowledge and school 

choice. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 19(3): 377-400. 

Boterman RW (2013) Dealing with Diversity: Middle-class Family Households and the 

Issue of ‘Black’ and ‘White’ Schools in Amsterdam. Urban Studies, 50(6): 1130-1147. 

Butler T, Hamnett C (2007) The Geography of Education: Introduction. Urban Studies, 

44(7): 1161-1174. 

Butler T, Robson G (2003) Plotting the Middle Classes: Gentrification and Circuits of 

Education in London. Housing Studies, 18(1): 5-28.  

Byrne B (2006) In Search of a ‘Good Mix’: ‘Race’, Class, Gender and Practices of Moth-

ering. Sociology, 40(6): 1001-1017. 

Groos T, Jehles N (2015) Der Einfluss von Armut auf die Entwicklung von Kindern. Er-

gebnisse der Schuleingangsuntersuchung. Arbeitsberichte Wissenschaftliche Begleit-

forschung „Kein Kind zurücklassen!“ Werkstattbericht. Available at: 

https://www.bertelsmann-

stiftung.de/fileadmin/files/BSt/Publikationen/GrauePublikationen/03_Werkstattber

icht_Einfluss_von_Armut.pdf (accessed 28 March 2015). 

Hamnett C, Butler T (2011) ‘Geography matters’: the role distance plays in reproducing 

educational inequality in East London. Transactions of the Institute of British Geog-

raphers, 36: 479–500. 

Holloway SL (1998) Local Childcare Cultures: moral geographies of mothering and the 

social organisation of pre-school education. Gender, Place and Culture, 5(1): 29-53. 

Holloway SL, Pimlott-Wilson H (2014) “Any advice is welcome isn’t it?”: neoliberal par-

enting education, local mothering cultures, and social class. Environment and Plan-

ning A, 46(1): 94-111. 

Kosunen S (2014) Reputation and parental logics of action in local school choice space 

in Finland. Journal of Education Policy, 29(4): 443-466. 



DRAFT VERSION – Please do not quote or circulate without permission 

5 

 

Noreisch K (2007) Choice as Rule, Exception and Coincidence: Parents’ Understandings 

of Catchment Areas in Berlin. Urban Studies, 44(7): 1307-1328. 

Rangvid BS (2007) Living and learning separately? Ethnic segregation of school children 

in Copenhagen. Urban Studies, 44(7): 1329-1354. 

Raveaud M, Zanten A (2007) Choosing the local school: middle class parents' values 

and social and ethnic mix in London and Paris. Journal of Education Policy, 22(1): 

107-124. 

Small ML (2009) Unanticipated Gains – Origins of Network Inequality in Everyday Life. 

New York: Oxford University Press.  

Van Zanten A (2013) A Good Match: Appraising Worth and Estimating Quality in School 

Choice. In: Beckert J, Musselin C (eds.) Constructing Quality: The Classification of 

Goods in Markets. Oxford Scholarship Online, pp. 77-99. 

Vincent C, Braun A, Ball S (2009) Local links, local knowledge: Choosing care settings 

and schools. British Educational Research Journal, 36 (2): 279-298. 

Vowden KJ (2012) Safety in numbers? Middle-class parents and social mix in London 

primary schools. Journal of Education Policy, 27(6): 731-745. 

Weishaupt H, Schneider K, Schuchart C and Riedel A (2012) The effect of free primary 

school choice on ethnic groups: Evidence from a policy reform. European Journal of 

Political Economy, 28(1): 430-444. 

 

 

http://www.dipf.de/de/publikationen/publikationendatenbank/detail?string=dld_set.html%3FFId%3D32632
http://www.dipf.de/de/publikationen/publikationendatenbank/detail?string=dld_set.html%3FFId%3D32632

