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Abstract 

 

 

 This sequential mixed-methods study explored the experiences of parents of students with 

and without disabilities across six Alabama charter schools, utilizing a survey and focus groups. The 

survey (n=460) examined parents’ satisfaction with various aspects of their child’s charter school, 

reasons for enrolling at their current school, and reasons for leaving their previous school. The 

subsequent focus groups (n=36) focused on challenges with and strengths of their respective 

schools, satisfaction with special education services, their experiences navigating the 

classification/diagnostic process, and their perceptions about inclusion at their school and charter 

schools more generally. The results suggest that there are few significant differences between parents 

of students with and without disabilities and that parents overall are satisfied with their child’s 

school and the special education services their children with disabilities were receiving.  
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Introduction 

 

 

 Since the inception of the first charter school in Minnesota in 1991, charter schools have 

become one of the fastest-growing forms of school choice in the United States (Bergman & 

McFarlin, 2018). During the 2021-22 school year, 7,800 public charter schools were in operation, 

enrolling a total of 3.7 million students across 45 states (White, 2022). At the same time, 7.2 million 

students across the U.S. received special education services under the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA) (National Center for Education Statistics, 2022). With parents having an 

increasing number of educational options to choose from -especially with the recent introduction of 

Educational Savings Accounts-, many researchers have explored the role of parental school choice 

and what factors influence their decision-making (e.g.., Kleitz et al, 2000).  

 Extant literature suggests that parents consider factors such as proximity to home, school 

reputation (Bosetti & Pyryt, 2007), staff quality (Harris, 2002), class sizes (Fiore et al., 2000), 

communication, safety, academic rigor, teaching philosophy, and parental involvement opportunities 

(McGraw, 2017) when choosing a school. Parents of students with disabilities also value special 

education services, beliefs about disability, disciplinary policies, and a sense of community. While a 

wide range of factors exists that influence parents’ decision to enroll at a charter school, the biggest 

indicator for enrolling and remaining enrolled at a charter school is directly linked to parents’ 

satisfaction with the school (Hamlin & Cheng, 2020; Hanushek et al, 2008). Conversely, 

dissatisfaction with their previous school, due to issues like bullying, anxiety, unmet needs, poor 

academic performance, and lack of support, often drives parents to leave their previous school and 

enroll their children in charter schools. 
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 Before discussing parental school choice and charter schools, it is important to establish that 

school choice has always existed for families with means (Marshall, 2017). Families with financial 

capital can move to a neighborhood with public schools they deem adequate or send their child(ren) 

to a private school. In this paradigm, it is parents without means who lack the ability to do so. Like 

families with less financial capital, parents of children with disabilities often face limited educational 

options in their public school district. As such, school choice policy is often intended to expand 

options for families who would otherwise not have access to the schools they wanted to send their 

children to. Little is known about why and how parents of students with disabilities choose to enroll 

their children in schools of choice (e.g., Fiore et al., 2000) in this paradigm.  

This is especially true for charter schools located in understudied policy contexts like 

Alabama. In March of 2015, the state of Alabama became the 43rd state to establish charter schools 

as part of its public school landscape (Alabama State Department of Education, 2015). Since then, 

14 charter schools have opened their doors. As of now, four more schools have been authorized to 

open in 2024-25 (APCSC, 2023). Alabama public charter schools served 4,075 students and 

conversion charter schools served 1,557 students during the 2022-23 school year (Crain, 2023), while 

their traditional public counterparts enrolled 724,475 students. Over the past four years, Alabama 

charter schools have increased their enrollment figures by 376% (National Alliance for Public 

Charter Schools, 2023). 

With the recent expansion of school choice in Alabama (Crain, 2023), few scholars have 

started exploring the state’s charter school landscape (f.e., Eller, 2020; Ertas & McKnight, 2020; 

Mann et al., 2019). Despite their newness, charter schools in Alabama have quickly become a focal 

point in discussions about educational reform and parental choice. Critics questions the schools’ 

effectiveness and inclusivity (National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2020). Contributing to 

the criticism that charter schools receive, research suggests that misconceptions regarding charter 
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schools still exist. Some of the misconceptions include that charter schools divert funding from local 

traditional public schools, that they do not serve students with disabilities, or that they cost tuition 

(Gill, 2019).  

Some literature exists outlining how students with disabilities excel in charter schools (e.g., 

Setren, 2021), while other work suggests that charter schools are unable to meet the diverse needs of 

students with disabilities (Rhim & McLaughlin, 2007). However, little to no literature exists on 

students with disabilities in Alabama charter schools and why their parents choose to enroll them 

there. Thus, it is important to solicit the experiences of parents who choose to enroll their child(ren) 

in charter schools in Alabama. This study seeks to answer the following questions: 

1. What are the experiences of parents whose children attend Alabama charter schools?   

a. What factors are parents most satisfied with at their school? 

b. Which factors are parents least satisfied with at their school? 

2. Why do parents choose to enroll their children in Alabama charter schools?   

a. What are the push factors? 

b. What are the pull factors?   

3. Do differences exist between parents of students without disabilities and parents of students 

with disabilities? 

Method 

 This exploratory study (Creswell, 2006) followed a sequential mixed methods approach 

(Morse, 1991), where results from quantitative data informed the qualitative data collection 

(Creswell, 2006). The study's first phase consisted of a systematic review of the literature on charter 

schools and students with disabilities (see Article 1). The initial search of the literature, conducted 

during the fall semester of 2022, yielded 546 results that possibly related to charter schools and 

parental decision-making. Using an iterative process, the literature was thoroughly reviewed and 
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narrowed down to 55 sources that addressed parental school choice for parents of students with and 

without disabilities. During this time, site visits to each of the participating schools were conducted. 

Incorporating the emerging themes and patterns from the literature review, the second phase 

employed a quantitative survey in Qualtrics with 27 items exploring parental satisfaction and 

perceptions, the reasons for leaving their previous school, and reasons for enrolling at their current 

charter school (see Article 2). The survey was distributed by individual charter school leaders 

between September 19th and December 14th. A voluntary sample of 460 parents across 6 charter 

schools was drawn. Parents consented to their participation in the study prior to advancing to the 

survey questions. After completion of the survey, parents were asked if they would be interested in 

participating in focus groups. 

 A preliminary analysis of the survey data was conducted and informed the third phase of the 

study consisting of focus groups (see Article 3). Fourteen focus groups with 36 parents of students 

with and without disabilities were conducted via Zoom. The focus groups followed a semi-

structured protocol and focused on parents’ experiences with their child’s charter school, specifically 

the challenges and strengths of the school, satisfaction with special education services and the 

corresponding diagnostic process. Focus groups were transcribed before being coded and analyzed 

using ATLAS.ti version 23.  

 Below, each of the three phases of the overarching study and the corresponding findings are 

presented as individual research articles. The first article discusses extant literature surrounding 

parental decision making and charter schools. The second article focuses on the quantitative survey 

of parental satisfaction and perceptions, while the third one presents findings from the subsequent 

focus groups or parents with and without disabilities. 
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Abstract 

 

 

When choosing the best fit for their child, many parents are met with a range of educational options 

to choose from, especially with the expansion of school choice. This decision can be particularly 

challenging for parents of children with disabilities. Research suggests that the decision to enroll at a 

charter school is associated with parents’ (dis)satisfaction with a school’s reputation, staff, academic 

rigor, class size, and extracurricular activities among other factors. However, little is known about 

why and how parents of students with disabilities choose to enroll their children in charter schools 

or other forms of school choice. This systematic review of the literature seeks to explore why 

parents, specifically those of students with disabilities, choose to enroll their child(ren) in charter 

schools. 

 Keywords: charter schools; disabilities; parents; school choice; special education 
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Why Do Parents of Children with Disabilities Choose Charter Schools? 

 

 

Since the inception of the first charter school in Minnesota in 1991, they have become one of 

the fastest-growing forms of school choice in the United States (Bergman & McFarlin, 2018). 

During the 2021-22 school year, 7,800 public charter schools were in operation, enrolling a total of 

3.7 million students across 45 states (White, 2022). At the same time, 7.2 million students across the 

U.S. received special education services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA) (National Center for Education Statistics, 2022). With school choice gaining popularity in 

recent years, many researchers have explored the role of parental school choice and what factors 

influence their decision-making (Kleitz et al, 2000). Extant literature suggests that parents’ decision 

to enroll and remain enrolled at a charter school is directly linked to their satisfaction with the 

school (Hamlin & Cheng, 2020; Hanushek et al, 2008). However, little research (e.g., Fiore et al., 

2000) explores why and how parents of students with disabilities choose to enroll their child(ren) in 

charter schools.  

 When discussing parental school choice and charter schools, it is important to establish that 

school choice has always existed for families with means (Marshall, 2017). Families with financial 

capital can move to a neighborhood with public schools they deem adequate or send their child(ren) 

to a private school. In this paradigm, it is parents without means who lack the ability to do so. Like 

families with less financial capital, parents of children with disabilities often face limited educational 

options in their public school district. As such, school choice policy is often intended to expand 

options for families who would otherwise not have access to the schools to which they wanted to 
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send their children. Charter schools are autonomous, publicly accountable public schools that 

operate under a specific educational objective or focus (NCSRC, 2019). 

 Little is known about why and how parents of students with disabilities choose to enroll 

their children in schools of choice in this paradigm. Thus, it is important to solicit the experiences of 

parents of students with disabilities who choose to enroll their child(ren) in charter schools. This 

systematic literature review seeks to answer the following questions:  

1) Why do parents choose charter schools? 

2) Why do parents of students with disabilities choose charter schools? 

Method 

 

 

 For the purpose of this study, students with disabilities are operationalized as students with 

disabilities or specialized needs that receive special education services as outlined by an IEP 

(Individualized Education Program) or 504 Plan.  

Search and Selection 

To better understand why parents of children with disabilities choose to enroll their children 

in charter schools, a systematic review of the existing literature was carried out from August to 

December of 2022. A combination of the following key terms was searched to identify relevant 

literature: charter schools; parental school choice; parental decision-making; special needs; special 

education; and disabilities. Truncation (e.g., disab* retrieves disabled, disability or disabilities) and 

Boolean Phrasing (see Table 1) were utilized to expand search results. The search was carried out 

across five databases (APA PsycINFO, APA PsycARTICLES, Academic Search Premier, Education 

Research Complete, and ERIC) and restricted by source type (including academic journals, reports, 
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dissertations, and books), publication date (2000-2022), and availability (full text)1. The search 

yielded 546 results that possibly related to charter schools and parental decision-making. Search 

results were further refined by removing any duplicates, reviewing abstracts carefully, and identifying 

additional sources from the reference lists of relevant, previously identified sources. Ultimately, 55 

results were selected for an in-depth review including 2 books, 2 book chapters, 30 journal articles, 

16 reports, 4 dissertations, and 1 column. An iterative approach was utilized to review the selected 

literature. 

Table 1. Key Terms and Search Results 

Key terms Search Results 

Charter schools AND parental school choice 84  

Charter schools AND parental decision-making OR decision making 546 

Charter schools AND parental school choice AND *special needs OR 
disabilities OR special education* 

5 

Charter schools AND parental decision-making OR decision making AND 
*special needs OR disabilities or special education* 

51 

 
 

Findings 

 This literature review sought to understand why parents choose to enroll their child(ren) 

with disabilities in charter schools. Findings from the in-depth review of the 55 sources are 

presented in the following order: (1) students with disabilities in charter schools; (2) why parents 

choose charter schools; and (3) why parents of students with disabilities choose charter schools. 

Students with Disabilities in Charter Schools 

One of the central criticisms of charter schools is that they serve fewer students with 

disabilities than their traditional counterparts by “counseling out” students with severe disabilities or 

specialized needs and targeting only high-achieving students (Blackwell, 2016; Grant, 2005; Rhim & 

 
1 Relevant sources that were not available in full text through the author’s institution were requested from other 
institutions via Interlibrary Loan or obtained through third-party sites such as ResearchGate and Google Scholar. 
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Hall, 2021; Waitoller, 2020). Some attribute this to their inability to provide the appropriate 

resources and services for students with low-incidence disabilities (Bardnard-Brak et al., 2018; 

McCray, 2022). While research suggests that charter schools have more flexibility and autonomy in 

shaping their target population (e.g., Eckes, 2015), charter schools are legally required to provide free 

and appropriate education (FAPE) in the least restrictive environment (LRE) to all students under 

IDEA (Barnard-Brak et al., 2018; Dunn et al., 2018; Lake, 2010), as well as adhere to the Americans 

with Disabilities Act (ADA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (Ahearn et al., 2001). 

Although charter schools are required to provide special education services just like traditional 

public schools, charter schools face several challenges in doing so. 

Inequitable Funding 

One of the challenges faced by charter schools in providing special education services to 

students is inconsistent access to equal and equitable funding (Ortiz et al., 2020; Rhim & Hall, 2021), 

which is exacerbated by the fact that services under IDEA are not fully funded by federal dollars 

(Heyward et al., 2020; Rhim & Hall, 2021). Ortiz et al. (2020) examined the statewide funding 

patterns of cyber charter schools that were in operation during the 2016-17 school year and found 

that special education funding varied significantly from state to state. Specifically, charter schools in 

14 states (e.g., Arizona) received special education funding based on the type and severity of the 

student’s disability, while only 8 states (e.g., Pennsylvania) received per pupil funding comparable to 

the traditional public school district’s special education revenue. For example, a student with a Tier 

B disability like autism spectrum disorder (ASD) received $2,629 of special education funding for 

the 2021-22 school year in the state of Colorado, while a student with the same disability 

(categorized as APC Level I: Severe Disabilities) received $9,614 of special education funding for the 

same school year in Indiana (Education Commission of the States, 2021).  
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Special education funding is complex and can vary widely not only from state to state but 

also between districts depending on funding mechanisms, per pupil or per school funding caps, and 

the type and severity of the student’s disability. However, some of the lack of equitable funding that 

many charter schools face can be explained by the lack of designation regarding how and by whom 

special education services are rendered, as charter schools are further removed from the hierarchy of 

the traditional public school system and do not report to a central office for special education 

services (Rhim & McLaughlin, 2000). 

 In addition to inequitable funding, many charter schools do not have access to local and 

state funding for special education services like their traditional counterparts. Heyward and 

colleagues (2020) analyzed special education funding in Washington state as part of a larger national 

study and found that IDEA funds cover only 10% of special education services while local and state 

dollars each account for 45% of special education funds. Charter schools in Washington do not have 

access to local tax funds which poses a significant barrier in serving students with disabilities, leading 

some schools to have to close their doors permanently. Similarly, the National Center for Special 

Education in Charter Schools (2020) examined special education enrollment and funding patterns in 

Connecticut, where many charter schools lack access to local or state dollars. Funding systems like 

the ones in Connecticut and Washington are often referred to as “hyper-local”. “Hyper-local” 

funding policies often prevent charter schools from accessing local dollars and, therefore, make it 

difficult to offer and maintain special education services. Such policies exacerbate the special 

education enrollment gap between charter and traditional public schools. 

Cyber schools in particular face additional hurdles when providing special education services, 

such as teacher recruitment and retention (McKittrick et al., 2019), fulfilling Child Find2 

 
2 Per Part B, Section 300.111 of IDEA, schools are legally required to 1) identify, locate, and evaluate all children with 
disabilities in their state, regardless of the severity of their disability and 2) render the appropriate special education and 
wrap-around services. 
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requirements, and rendering specialized services (Collins et al. 2015; Dunn et al., 2018). Cyber 

charter schools are unique in that they serve many rural students as well as students with disabilities 

by overcoming transportation and mobility-related barriers that are present in traditional brick-and-

mortar schools (Collins et al., 2015; Tonks et al, 2020). However, operating without a school 

building poses logistical and financial hurdles for rendering specialized services, such as speech or 

physical therapy, as outlined in an IEP, and obtaining funding for it.  

Enrollment Patterns 

Despite the challenges faced by many charter schools, especially those that operate remotely 

or in rural areas, the number of students with disabilities enrolling in charter schools is increasing 

each year (Tonks et al., 2020). In their analysis of the 2015-16 Civil Rights Data, Rhim and Hall 

(2021) discuss the highly debated special education enrollment gap between charter schools and 

traditional public schools and the implications of unequal and inequitable funding. During the 2019-

20 school year, 12.84% of public school students received special education services while 

approximately 11% of charter school students received special education services (Rhim & Hall, 

2021). Moreover, research suggests that special education enrollment is not only increasing but that 

the special education gap between charter schools and traditional public schools is in fact shrinking 

(Lancet et al., 2020; Winters, 2015a; Wolf & Lasserre-Cortez, 2018). Winters explains how differing 

enrollment patterns could account for the enrollment gap between charter and traditional public 

schools. I do not understand the presence of the gap – I have only been presented with information 

that indicates that there isn’t one despite funding issues Specifically, students attending charter 

schools are less likely to leave the school they initially enrolled in than students in traditional public 

schools (Winters, 2015a). Moreover, findings suggest that the special education gap begins to form 

in kindergarten and that students who are diagnosed at an early age are less likely to enroll in a 

charter school. Additionally, students with disabilities are less likely to enroll at charter schools 



 

 19 

during non-gateway grades (e.g., the transition from elementary to middle school) than their typically 

developing peers (Winters, 2015b). 

Wolf and Lasserre-Cortez (2018) conducted an analysis of the special education enrollment 

in Louisiana’s charter and traditional public schools and found that the special education gap was 

2.5% as of 2011-12. By 2013-14, the gap had shrunk to 0.5%. Moreover, findings suggested that the 

special education gap was the largest in schools serving kindergarten through 5th grade. Similarly, an 

analysis of special education enrollment in New York State during the 2011-12 school year suggested 

that charter schools served a smaller share of students receiving special education services , 

especially those with low-incidence disabilities, than their district-run counterparts albeit “not [being] 

far off from what we see in district-run schools” (Baker, 2012, p. 3). During the 2013-14 school year, 

11.8% of all students received special education services under IDEA, and charter schools served an 

average of 9.9% of students with disabilities, while their traditional counterparts served 12.4%. 

However, it is important to note that 11 states had no charter schools in operation at the time of 

data collection (Barnard-Brak et al., 2018). In 2015-16, 10.79% of students with disabilities 

accounted for charter school enrollment nationwide, while 12.84% of students with disabilities  

accounted for traditional public school enrollment (Lancet et al., 2020). As of 2018-19, nearly 2% of 

students in Connecticut were enrolled in charter schools. Moreover, Connecticut charter schools 

enrolled 9.7% of students with disabilities while their traditional counterparts served 13.9% of 

students with disabilities. However, only 23 charter schools were in operation in Connecticut at this 

time in contrast to the 895 traditional public schools (NCSECS, 2020). Although the special 

education gap varies from state to state, existing literature highlights that the discrepancies in special 

education enrollment between charter and traditional public schools is shrinking, especially as 

charter schools are becoming more common across the United States. 
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Other work provides a more granular look at the special enrollment rates of individual 

schools and networks of schools. Solomont (2020) conducted a case study of a Boston charter 

school that predominantly serves students with disabilities and English language learners. As of 

2013, the school, which is part of a much larger network, enrolled 241 students. Across the network, 

four schools operated and served a total of 1374 students. Of the 1374 students, 79% of students 

identify as Hispanic and 19% are eligible for special education services. Similarly, Rhim and Lancet 

(2018) conducted a case study of Mott Haven Academy Charter School in NYC to examine how the 

school’s positive culture and supports impact disciplinary outcomes for students with disabilities. 

Their findings suggest that the school serves a large Hispanic population and many students from 

low-income households. Moreover, 49% of students at Mott Haven Academy are actively in the 

foster care system or at risk of being placed in foster care. Twenty-three percent of students at the 

school qualify for special education services, which is above the state and national average. 

Nonetheless, charter schools like Mott Haven routinely outperform their peers in district-run 

schools. For example, in 2016-17 Mott Haven outperformed not only NYC public schools but also 

surpassed the national average for reading and math. Mott Haven fosters academic success and 

social belonging by emphasizing trauma sensitivity and social-emotional learning (SEL) and 

providing the corresponding training to teachers. Moreover, positive behavior supports like peer 

mediation, a blinded open enrollment process, and a multi-tier intervention approach create a safe 

and diverse learning environment, where students with and without disabilities thrive (Rhim & 

Lancet, 2018).  

Grant (2005) conducted a multi-level analysis of special education placement rates and 

restrictedness in California charter schools and found that the racial and special education 

demographics of California charter schools mirrored that of the traditional public school district(s). 

However, findings suggest that the racial makeup of students varies between for-profit and non-
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profit charter schools. For example, Hispanic, Asian, and Black students were found to be more 

likely to attend a for-profit charter school than their White peers (Grant, 2005), while for-profit 

charter schools tend to enroll fewer students with disabilities than non-profit charter schools 

(Barnard-Brak et al., 2018). It is important to note that minority students with disabilities, specifically 

Black students with specific learning disabilities (SLD) or emotional disturbance (ED), are 

systemically overrepresented in restrictive settings (e.g., self-contained classrooms), and such 

findings (e.g., Grant, 2005) imply that minority students with disabilities might face the same 

challenges in charter schools. 

 High vs. Low-Incidence Disabilities. One of the criticisms of charter schools is that they 

enroll fewer students with severe disabilities (e.g., low-incidence disabilities) or highly specialized 

needs than their traditional counterparts due to limited access to necessary resources and support 

(Bardnard-Brak et al., 2018; Blackwell, 2016; Grant, 2005; McCray, 2022; Rhim & Hall, 2021). In 

2018-19, 82% of students served in Washington charter schools were eligible under high-incidence 

disability categories (e.g., SLD) compared to 71% of students in TPS (Heyward et al., 2020). At the 

national level, charters enrolled 82% of students with high-incidence disabilities and TPS enrolled 

77% of students with high-incidence disabilities (Lancet et al., 2020), suggesting that charter schools 

serve more students with high-incidence disabilities and fewer students with low-incidence 

disabilities than traditional public schools. However, there are several specialized charter schools33 

that focus on serving students with a range of disabilities, including low-incidence disabilities. 

Specifically, 115 charter schools operated during the 2011-12 school year and focused entirely or 

primarily on students with disabilities. Of these 115 charter schools, 57% had a general focus on 

disability while 43% had a specific focus on one type of disability, such as autism (Rhim & Ahearn, 

 
33 The NCSECS defines specialized charter schools “as (1) charter schools with 25% or more enrollment by students 
with disabilities that self-identify as ‘special education schools’ or (2) schools that report that 50% or more of their 
students qualify for special education serve students across the entire disability spectrum” (Rhim & Ahearn, 2017, p.485).    
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2017). Many of these specialized charter schools are able to educate their students in more inclusive 

and less restrictive environments, which positively impacts the social and academic development of 

students with and without disabilities.  

Academic Achievement 

One of the common misconceptions surrounding charter schools is that they are exempt 

from standardized testing and other academic standards to which traditional public schools are held 

and that students in charter schools are often outperformed by their traditional counterparts (Gill, 

2019). However, charter schools are legally required to participate in state testing and other measures 

of student achievement and accountability, such as the statewide Strong Start Academy initiative in 

Utah (NCSECS, 2016), like any traditional public school, and oftentimes perform similarly. In fact, 

research suggests that charter school students, especially those with special education (SPED) or 

English language learner (ELL) status, perform better academically than their peers in district-run 

schools (Setren, 2020; 2021). For example, Setren’s (2020) analysis of Boston charter schools found 

that 62% of students receiving special education services in charter schools were proficient in 10th 

grade Math and English compared to 38% of students receiving special education services in TPS. 

Forty-one percent of students receiving special education services  in charter schools took at least 

one AP exam compared to 10% of students receiving special education services in TPS, and 35% of 

students receiving SPED services in charter schools enrolled in a 4-year college compared to 25% of  

students receiving SPED services in TPS. Similarly, a study examining 2014-15 data from 30 Boston 

charter schools and their traditional counterparts found that being enrolled in a charter school 

doubled the likelihood of student who was an ELL enrolling in a four-year college and quadrupled 

the likelihood of a learner receiving SPED services graduating from a two-year college (Setren, 

2021). 

Declassification 
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Research suggests that being enrolled at a charter school increases the likelihood of being 

declassified as a student receiving special education (SPED) services or an English language learner 

(ELL) (Setren, 2020; Wolf & Lasserre-Cortez, 2018). In their 2018 study, Wolf and Lasserre-Cortez 

found that students with disabilities who were enrolled in charter schools were significantly more 

likely to lose their special education status compared to their peers in traditional public schools. 

However, it is important to note that less than one percent of all students with an IEP declassified 

over the four years of the study. Similarly, Boston charter schools are 12% more likely to remove a 

student’s SPED status and 32% more likely to remove a student’s ELL status due to their inclusive 

approach (Setren, 2020). Charter schools’ ability to foster an inclusive learning environment where 

students with disabilities and English-Language learners can academically succeed and in some cases 

lose their classification may be one of the factors drawing parents to enroll their child(ren) with 

disabilities in charter schools. 

Inclusion 

 Despite enrolling fewer students with disabilities, charter schools are more likely to include 

students with disabilities in general education classrooms for longer periods than their traditional 

counterparts (Heyward et al., 2020; Rhim & Ahearn, 2017; Solomont, 2020). During the 2015-16 

school year, 84% of students with disabilities in charter schools across the U.S. were included in 

general education classrooms for 80% or more of their day compared to only 67% of similar 

students enrolled in traditional public schools (Rhim & Ahearn, 2017). In 2018-19, charter schools 

in Washington state included nearly 9 out of 10 students with disabilities in general education 

classrooms for at least 80 percent of their day compared to 6 out of 10 students with disabilities in 

traditional public schools (Heyward et al., 2020). Similarly, Solomont (2020) found that 80% of 

students with disabilities in charter schools were fully included in general education classrooms while 

Massachusetts’ traditional public schools fully included 64% of students with disabilities. Moreover, 
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research suggests that charter schools place students in less restrictive environments due to inclusive 

approaches, such as assigning mentors, focusing on social-emotional well-being and personalized 

learning, involving parents, and employing and training responsive teachers (Heyward et al., 2020), 

as well as engaging in restorative discipline that is preventative rather than reactive (Rhim & Lancet, 

2018). Many of these inclusive approaches are factors that draw parents of students with disabilities 

to enroll their child(ren) in charter schools. 

Why Do Parents Choose Charter Schools? 

With the expansion of school choice, parents now have more autonomy than ever in 

choosing the right school for their child(ren). Bosetti and Pyryt (2007) surveyed parents of students 

attending 31 public schools (including charter schools), alternative schools, private schools, and 

religious schools to better understand what influenced them to enroll their child at one of the 

elementary schools in Alberta. Results suggested that parents whose child(ren) attended a public 

school rated the school's distance to the home, the school's reputation in the community, and the 

school's leadership (e.g., the principal) as the most influential factors they considered. Some of the 

parents noted that they intentionally moved to a different neighborhood to be able to send their 

child(ren) to a reputable school. In contrast, parents whose child(ren) attended an alternative school 

rated the school's reputation, special programming, and the school's values and beliefs as influential 

factors in their decision-making. Parents whose child(ren) attended a private or religious school 

rated the school's values and beliefs (27% and 43%, respectively) as the most important factor in 

choosing a school, followed by the school’s academic rigor and teaching philosophy. 

In addition to the school’s leadership and reputation, a parent’s decision to enroll their 

child(ren) in charter schools was also influenced by smaller class sizes, and the option to enroll in 

before- and after-school programs. Additionally, parents highlighted sports programming and other 

extracurricular activities as other important factors in their decision-making (Ekanem, 2013). 
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However, across the literature, parental satisfaction and involvement stand out as the most 

influential factors in parents’ choice to enroll their child(ren) in a charter school (DeAngelis, 2018; 

Tedin, 2011).  

Hamlin and Cheng (2020) surveyed 1,699 parents whose child(ren) attended a traditional 

public school, a public charter school, or a Christian or Catholic school in Indiana. Parents who 

enrolled their child(ren) in a charter, Christian or Catholic school reported greater parental 

involvement, satisfaction, and empowerment than parents who enrolled their child(ren) in a 

traditional public school. Parents who previously had enrolled their child(ren) at the neighboring 

traditional public school due to residential selection negatively associated traditional public schools 

with parental involvement and satisfaction, leading them to choose to leave and enroll at a charter 

school.  

Similarly, McGraw (2017) interviewed parents of students enrolled in a Cleveland charter 

school to better understand why they decided to leave their previous school. Findings suggest that 

parents sought to be more involved in their child(ren)'s learning and were dissatisfied with the lack 

of opportunities for parent engagement at their previous school. Parents' narratives also highlighted 

dissatisfaction with safety measures and the quality of teachers at their previous schools. 

Consequently, parent (dis)satisfaction has been cited as a prevalent reason for parents' choice to 

leave not only traditional public-school settings but also charter schools (Hanushek et al., 2007).  

Why do parents of students with disabilities choose charter schools? 

While most of the factors influencing parental school choice are similar across parents, there 

are additional factors that are important in choosing a school for a child with disabilities. Lange and 

Lehr (2000) conducted a survey of 608 parents whose child(ren) attended one of 16 charter schools 

in Minnesota that had been operating for at least one year before the 1996-97 school year. All 

parents indicated that the schools' staff, curriculum, class sizes, mission, disciplinary policies, and 
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safety measures were among the most important reasons why they chose to enroll their child(ren) in 

a charter school. Parents of children with disabilities also highlighted special education services, 

meeting their child(ren)'s needs, the opportunity for a fresh start at a new school where their child 

won’t be bullied, and dissatisfaction with the previous school as important factors in their decision 

to enroll their child(ren) at a charter school. Moreover, parents of students with disabilities indicated 

that they were 'satisfied' or 'very satisfied' with their charter school's teachers, curriculum, 

administrators, academic rigor, communication efforts, disciplinary measures, support services, and 

opportunities for parental involvement. Additionally, most parents reported that they observed a 

positive change in their child’s behavior, including increased happiness, self-esteem, attendance, and 

more positive views toward schooling in general (Lange & Lehr, 2000). Specifically, parents of 

students with disabilities suggested that their child(ren)’s academic performance, motivation, and 

self-efficacy had improved and that their child(ren) felt more accepted and included than at their 

previous school. 

 Similarly, Harris (2002) interviewed students with disabilities attending Texas charter schools 

and their parents, who also highlighted the positive changes they’ve noticed in their child(ren) since 

enrolling at the charter school. Parents attributed their child(ren)’s growth to small class sizes, 

individualized support, active/project-based learning, encouraging teachers, and a tight-knit school 

community. Students described positive experiences with their current school, how they looked 

forward to attending it and felt joy and a sense of community. Other research suggests that a 

community-like environment is one of the driving factors for parents to enroll their child(ren) with 

disabilities in charter schools (Fiore et al., 2000). 

Choosing the best school for your child(ren) can be difficult amid the endless options of 

school choice. However, the decision is even more difficult when one must consider a child’s 

disabilities and is faced with a lack of information and comprehensive options (Wong, 2022). 
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Potterton (2020) interviewed 37 parents whose child(ren) were enrolled at an Arizona charter school 

regarding parental pressures within school choice, school cultures, and how they decide what factors 

are most important to them. Parents’ narratives highlighted that those with more social, cultural, and 

economic capital had access to more resources to make educated decisions and participate in school 

choice programs. In contrast, parents with less social, cultural, and economic capital faced additional 

barriers in choosing a school for their child(ren) and understanding Arizona’s school choice policies. 

However, other research (e.g., Lucier, 2016) suggests that parents with less capital are equally 

equipped to make decisions about their child(ren)’s schooling and prioritize familiarity and 

representativeness in their decision. 

An international review of the literature highlighted that parents of students with disabilities 

are often faced with a lack of comprehensive special education options to choose from, especially 

families with lower socioeconomic status (Mawene & Bal, 2018). Like parents of typically developing 

children, parents of students with disabilities chose a school based on the distance to the home, class 

size, quality of teachers, and communication with the teachers. However, parents of students with 

disabilities also highlighted the school’s views on disability as a deciding factor. Like views on 

disabilities, ’personal atmosphere’ and fewer separate SPED classrooms heavily influenced parents’ 

decision to enroll their child(ren) with disabilities at a charter school (Blackwell, 2016). 

Moreover, families living in high concentrations of poverty and minority neighborhoods face 

additional concerns regarding a lack of appropriate options for their child(ren)'s schooling (Waitoller 

& Super, 2017; Waitoller, 2020). Waitoller and Super (2017) interviewed 24 Black and Hispanic 

parents of students with disabilities about their choice to enroll in a Chicago charter school amid 

heightened school closures in predominantly Hispanic and Black neighborhoods. A qualitative 

analysis of the data revealed that parents and their child(ren) often felt unsafe in their neighborhood 

and experienced segregation. Many of the parents reported intentionally leaving the neighboring 
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public school and enrolling in a charter school to receive a better education and wrap-around 

services for their child(ren) with disabilities, as well as support services and resources for the whole 

family (e.g., legal services).   

Another contributing factor to parents’ choice to enroll their child(ren) with disabilities in a 

charter school is that public charter schools are removed from the hierarchy of the traditional public 

school system and are able to react faster in the best interest of their students (Osborne, 2017). 

During the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, charter schools were often more ‘nimble’ and able to 

pivot quickly and provide instruction and support to their students (Marshall & Neugebauer, 2022), 

including those with disabilities via video calls, home visits, and parent education programs while 

students in the traditional public school sector lost access to special education and wrap-around 

services that are essential to their development (McKittrick & Tuchman, 2020).   

Dissatisfaction 

 Although extant literature highlights a variety of pull factors (factors that draw families to 

enroll in a school) that influence parents of students with disabilities to enroll their child(ren) in 

charter schools, many parents ultimately decide to enroll at a charter school due to dissatisfaction 

with their previous school (Fiore et al., 2000; Harris, 2002; Lake, 2010; Lange & Lehr, 2000; Tonks 

et al., 2020). Fiore and colleagues (2000) conducted one of the first studies examining school choice 

for parents of students with disabilities and found that negative experiences with non-charter 

schools are common driving factors in a parent’s decision to choose a charter school. Specifically, 

parents cited dissatisfaction with class sizes, teachers, a poor reputation, and inadequate special 

education programming at their previous school as reasons for leaving. Additionally, many parents 

highlighted that their child was struggling socially and/or academically and that they did not feel 

supported by the administration, especially during the evaluation and IEP process. 
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 Similarly, Harris (2002) examined the experiences of five students at two Texas charter 

schools. All five students intentionally left their neighborhood school due to a variety of factors 

including but not limited to poor academic performance, a lack of support and individualized 

instruction, as well as large class sizes. Other common push factors (factors that lead families to 

leave a school) included being bullied at their previous schools, experiencing increased anxiety, and 

several of their needs not being met (Lange & Lehr, 2000; Tonks et al., 2020). 

Conclusion 

 

 

Parents of students with disabilities often face barriers when choosing the best school for 

their child(ren), including having fewer options for comprehensive special education programs and a 

lack of resources (Blackwell, 2016; Hammel & Fisher, 2014; Mawene & Bal, 2018; Wong, 2022). 

Parents prioritize factors like distance to the home, the school’s reputation (Bosetti & Pyryt, 2007), 

staff (Harris, 2002), class sizes (Fiore et al., 2000), communication, safety (McGraw, 2017), academic 

rigor, teaching philosophy (Lange and Lehr, 2000), and opportunities for parental involvement 

(McGraw, 2017) when making a decision on where to send enroll their child. However, parents of 

students with disabilities also place high importance on the school’s special education services, 

beliefs about disability (Mawene & Bal, 2018), disciplinary policies, and a sense of community 

(Harris, 2002). Moreover, dissatisfaction with their previous school is one of the common driving 

factors for all parents to enroll their child(ren) in a charter school. Parents highlighted bullying, 

increased anxiety, unmet needs, poor academic performance, and a lack of support as reasons for 

their dissatisfaction and for deciding to leave their previous school (Fiore et al., 2000; Harris, 2002; 

Lange & Lehr, 2000; Tonks et al., 2020).  
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With the expansion of school choice and the steady increase in special education enrollment 

in the United States, it is important to understand the needs and experiences of parents and students 

alike to address the systemic challenges that families (e.g., lack of appropriate options) and charter 

schools (e.g., inequitable funding) face and provide better educational opportunities for students 

with and without disabilities. Future research should explore parental school choice in sectors where 

charter schools are less established, as well as investigate driving factors behind enrollment patterns 

(e.g., parents deciding to enroll or leave a charter school) that may explain the existing special 

education gap. 
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Abstract 

 

 

This study explored the experiences of 460 parents of students with and without disabilities across 

six Alabama charter schools regarding their satisfaction with various aspects of their child’s charter 

school, reasons for enrolling at their current school, and reasons for leaving their previous school. 

Additional areas of inquiry included parents’ perceptions of responsiveness and inclusivity at their 

child’s schools, as well as the decision-making process parents underwent when selecting their 

current school for their children. The survey was conducted during the fall semester of the 2023-24 

school year.  The results suggest that there are no significant differences between parents of students 

with and without disabilities and that parents overall are satisfied with their child’s school. Parents 

highlighted teacher quality, school safety, perceived academic quality, and school leadership as the 

most important reasons for choosing their child’s school and reported that their child’s school was 

responsive and fostered a sense of inclusion.  

 Keywords: charter schools; disabilities; parents; satisfaction; school choice; special education 

 

 

 
  



 

 40 

Parental School Choice and Satisfaction in Alabama Charter Schools 

 

 

Charter schools, introduced as an alternative to traditional public education, have gained 

traction in the United States over the past three decades, as well as recently in Alabama. The 

Alabama School Choice and Student Opportunity Act of 2015 marked a historic shift in the state's 

educational landscape, allowing the establishment of charter schools aimed at providing innovative 

educational approaches (Alabama State Department of Education, 2015), particularly for 

underserved students (Mawene & Bal, 2018). Despite their relatively recent introduction, charter 

schools in Alabama and elsewhere have seen a rapid increase in enrollment (National Alliance for 

Public Charter Schools, 2023), serving 5,314 students in the state and 3.7 million students 

nationwide as of the 2022-23 school year (White, 2022). 

With charter schools gaining popularity, they also face increased criticism, particularly 

regarding their ability to serve students with disabilities. Nationally, charter schools serve 1-2% fewer 

students with disabilities than (Rhim & Hall, 2021). Some researchers attribute this discrepancy to 

selective enrollment practices (Waitoller, 2020). However, other research highlights how some 

students with disabilities perform better in charter schools than they did in traditional public schools 

in which they were previously enrolled (Rhim & Ahearn, 2017; Setren, 2020; Wolf & Lazerre-Cortez, 

2018). 

Despite these conflicting findings, little research has focused specifically on why and how 

parents of students with disabilities choose to enroll their children in charter schools (Fiore et al., 

2000) and how their experiences can be improved. This is especially true for understudied policy 

contexts like Alabama (Crain, 2023). Gaining a better understanding of parental enrollment decision-

making and (dis)satisfaction with their child’s schooling is important, as these factors are directly 
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linked to initial and continued enrollment (Hamlin & Cheng, 2020; Hanushek et al., 2008). Extant 

literature often cites various push factors leading parents to leave their previous schools, such as 

dissatisfaction with parental involvement opportunities, school safety, instructional rigor, bullying, 

lack of diversity, and special education services among other factors (e.g., Fiore et al., 2000; Lake, 

2010). Conversely, pull factors leading parents to select a new school include proximity/commuting 

distance to the school, school reputation in the community, school leadership, teacher quality, 

curriculum or specialized focus, and academic rigor among other factors (e.g., Mawene & Bal, 2018; 

Waitoller, 2020). For parents of students with disabilities, additional considerations influencing their 

enrollment decision-making include teaching philosophy, special education services, disciplinary 

policies, and views on inclusion among other factors (e.g., Buckley & Schneider, 2007; Fiore et al., 

2000). 

This study aims to fill this gap in the existing literature by examining parental satisfaction and 

enrollment decision-making within Alabama charter schools, with a particular focus on families with 

children who have disabilities. This survey research explores why parents chose their current charter 

schools, their reasons for leaving previous schools, and their levels of satisfaction with their current 

schools. Additionally, the study investigates parents’ perceptions of the responsiveness and 

inclusivity of these schools, and the decision-making processes parents undertook when selecting 

these schools for their children, both with and without disabilities. This research aims to provide 

valuable insights into parental satisfaction and the perceived effectiveness of charter schools in 

meeting diverse student needs, contributing to the broader discourse on educational options and 

inclusivity in Alabama. 

Charter Schools in Alabama 
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Before discussing charter schools 4and parental enrollment decision-making, it is necessary 

to acknowledge that families with financial resources have historically always had a range of 

educational options to choose from (Marshall, 2017). These families can either relocate to areas with 

satisfactory public schools or enroll their children in private institutions. In contrast, families without 

such financial means often lack these choices. Similarly, parents of children with disabilities 

frequently encounter limited comprehensive educational options within their public school districts 

(Wong, 2022). Therefore, school choice policies aim to broaden educational opportunities for 

families who otherwise would not have access to their preferred schools.  

Charter schools are a relatively recent addition to the educational landscape in Alabama. In 

2015, Alabama established charter schools as part of the public school landscape in the state 

(Alabama State Department of Education, 2015). Despite their newness, charter schools in Alabama 

have quickly become a focal point in discussions about educational reform and parental choice. In 

2022-23, Alabama charter schools enrolled 5,314 students, while their traditional public counterparts 

enrolled 724,475 students. Over the past four years, Alabama charter schools have increased their 

enrollment figures by 376% (National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2023). At the time of data 

collection, 13 charter schools were in operation, with another 4 schools approved to open in the 

coming year.  

Research suggests that these schools are gradually gaining acceptance among parents seeking 

alternatives to traditional public schools, although comprehensive data on their effectiveness and 

inclusivity, especially regarding students with disabilities, remains limited (National Alliance for 

Public Charter Schools, 2020). During the 2021-22 school year, 7,800 public charter schools were in 

operation, enrolling a total of 3.7 million students across 45 states (White, 2022). An estimated 12% 

 
4 Charter schools, which are independent public schools accountable to the public, often operate with a distinct 
educational mission or focus (NCSRC, 2019). 
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of these students had disabilities and received special education services (Parham Malhotra, 2024). 

However, a dearth of work surrounding the experiences of students with disabilities, particularly in 

Alabama, remains. 

Students with Disabilities in Charter Schools 

Research surrounding students with disabilities in charter schools and their experiences 

reveals a range of challenges and opportunities. Charter schools are designed to offer innovative 

educational approaches (Nathan, 1996), yet they often face scrutiny regarding their ability to 

adequately serve students with disabilities. Studies have highlighted that charter schools sometimes 

struggle with providing appropriate services due to limited resources and specialized staff (Parham 

Malhotra, 2024; Rhim & McLaughlin, 2007). Additionally, parents of students with disabilities often 

express concerns about the inclusivity and accessibility of these schools (Hehir et al., 2016). Despite 

these challenges, other research indicates that some charter schools have successfully implemented 

inclusive practices and have seen positive social and academic outcomes for students with disabilities 

(Lake, 2010). 

Despite the recent expansion of school choice laws for students with disabilities (Crain, 

2023), little research explores why and how parents of students with disabilities choose to enroll 

their child(ren) in charter schools (Fiore et al., 2000). In 2019-2020, charter school enrollment 

included  approximately 11% of students with disabilities while their traditional counterparts’ 

enrollment included 12.84% (Rhim & Hall, 2021). Some research suggests that charter schools serve 

fewer students with disabilities than traditional public schools and may even counsel out students 

with disabilities (e.g., Waitoller, 2020). However, other research suggests that some students with 

disabilities perform better in charter schools than in traditional public schools. Setren (2020) 

conducted an analysis of Boston charter schools and found that students receiving special education 

services enrolled in charter schools were 24% more proficient in Math and English than their peers 
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in traditional public school settings. A follow-up study suggested that students receiving SPED 

services in charter schools were also more likely to enroll in a 4-year college and graduate from a 2-

year college (Setren, 2021). Additionally, being enrolled in a charter school has been associated with 

an increased likelihood of being declassified as an English language learner (ELL) or student 

receiving SPED services (Wolf & Lazerre-Cortez, 2018). In Boston, charter schools are 12% more 

likely to remove a student’s SPED status and 32% more likely to remove a student’s ELL status than 

the city’s traditional public schools (Setren, 2020).  

Some of these positive outcomes may be associated with charter schools’ ability to include 

more students with disabilities in general education classrooms for longer periods of time (Rhim & 

Ahearn, 2017; Solomont, 2020). For example, in 2015-16, 84% of students with disabilities in charter 

schools were included in general education classrooms compared to 67% in traditional public 

schools (Rhim & Ahearn, 2017). For many parents of students with disabilities, inclusion can be a 

leading reason for leaving or enrolling at a school (Blackwell, 2016). 

Parental Enrollment Decision Making and Charter Schools 

Parents' decision-making processes when selecting schools for their children are influenced 

by a variety of factors, including academic quality, school environment, and special education 

services (Jabbar, & Lenhoff, 2020). According to Lubienski, Gulosino, and Weitzel (2009), parents 

often prioritize academic performance and school reputation when choosing a school. For parents 

of children with disabilities, the availability of special education services and the school's ability to 

meet their child's specific needs are critical considerations (Buckley & Schneider, 2007; Wong, 2022). 

Push factors for leaving previous schools often include dissatisfaction with opportunities for 

parental involvement, school safety, rigor of instruction, bullying, lack of diversity, special education 

services, and large class sizes (Fiore et al., 2000; Harris, 2002; Lange & Lehr, 2000). Pull factors for 

enrolling at their current school include proximity, school reputation, leadership and teaching staff 
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quality, curriculum, and academic rigor (Lake, 2010, Lange & Lehr, 2000). For parents of students 

with disabilities, additional factors such as teaching philosophy, special education services, 

disciplinary policies, and views on disability and inclusion also play a significant role (Harris, 2002; 

Mawene & Bal, 2018). Additionally, studies have found that parental satisfaction is closely tied to 

their initial expectations and the perceived responsiveness of the school to their children's needs 

(Lange & Lehr, 2000). Parents’ decision to enroll and remain enrolled at a charter school is directly 

linked to their satisfaction with the school (Hamlin & Cheng, 2020; Hanushek et al., 2008). 

However, recent research suggests that the data routinely collected sometimes fail to account for the 

priorities of parents (Kingsbury, Marshall, & Doak, 2024). Addressing the lack of consideration of 

parental priorities, as outlined in the literature, this study seeks to not only explore but prioritize the 

experiences of parents of students with and without disabilities who attend charter schools in 

Alabama. Examining the experiences and enrollment decision making of parents can inform change 

in charter schools to improve student experiences and the quality of education they receive. 

Method 

 

 

 This exploratory study (Creswell, 2006) focuses on understanding the experiences of 

Alabama parents5 of students with and without disabilities whose children attend charter schools. 

Specifically, the study sought to better understand why parents choose to enroll their children in 

Alabama charter schools, and what factors they are satisfied and dissatisfied with. The study was 

guided by the following research questions:  

1) To what extent are Alabama charter school parents satisfied with their child’s school?  

 
5 It is important to note that the term ‘parent’ throughout the article also includes aunts/uncles, grandparents, and other 
caretakers who serve as students’ legal guardians and responded to this survey as such. 
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2) What aspects of school were most important to parents when they enrolled their children?  

a) What aspects led the family to leave their previous school? 

3) To what extent do parents believe their child’s school is responsive and inclusive?  

4) To what extent do differences exist in how parents view their child’s school by students’ special 

education status? 

Procedures and Sampling 

 To answer these questions, a survey was conducted with a voluntary sample of parents 

whose children attended one of six participating Alabama charter schools during the fall semester of 

2023. Parents were invited to participate in the study via an email that each of the participating 

schools sent out and provided with an anonymous link to a Qualtrics survey. Participants were asked 

to complete an informed consent before advancing to the survey questions. Parents who had more 

than one child enrolled in a charter school were asked to complete the survey for their oldest child. 

Everyone who completed the survey was eligible to enter to win one of 140 $20 gift cards to 

Amazon. 

  The sample included 460 parents from six Alabama charter schools who completed the 

survey between September 19 and December 14, 2023. At the time of data collection, 13 charter 

schools were in operation. Parents completing the survey indicated that a plurality of their children 

identified as female (49.78%) and a majority were African American or Black (62.67%). In terms of 

parent demographics, most of the parents completing the survey were the students’ mothers 

(84.11%), were married (52.24%), had a high school diploma (34.38%), and earned an annual 

household income of $30,000 to $50,000. Roughly 19 percent of the participants indicated that they 

worked in education, and 18.18% stated that their child was eligible for and receiving special 

education services during the 2023-24 school year. Given a common misconception that charter 

schools disproportionately exclude students with disabilities, it is worth noting that the figure of 
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students receiving special education services across these six Alabama charter schools is greater than 

the national average of students with disabilities served in traditional public schools (15%). See Table 

1 for descriptive statistics including demographic information for the study sample. 

Table 1 

Participant Demographics (N=460) 

 N % 

Student Race/Ethnicity (N=450)   

Asian 2 0.44 

Black or African American 282 62.67 

Hispanic 6 1.33 

White 136 30.22 

More than one race/ethnicity 24 5.33 

Student Gender (N=452)   

Female 225 49.78 

Male 209 46.24 

Self-describe 18 3.98 

Student Receives Special Education Services (N=440) 

Relationship to Child (N=453) 

80 18.18 

Mother 381 84.11 

Father 40 8.83 

Grandparent 25 5.52 

Other 7 1.55 

Highest Level of Education Completed (N=445)   
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Did not graduate high school 4 0.90 

High school/GED 153 34.38 

Technical or trade school 88 19.78 

Bachelor’s degree 117 26.29 

Graduate or professional degree 83 18.65 

Household Income (N=444)   

$0-30,000 101 22.75 

$30,001-50,000 107 24.10 

$50,001-75,000 78 17.57 

$75,001-100,000 72 16.22 

Above $100,000 86 19.37 

Note: Parents who had more than one child enrolled were asked to respond for their oldest child enrolled.  

 

Other demographic information that was collected included parents’ zip codes, students’ 

grade levels, the name of their current school, the number of children in the household, and 

previous schooling among other variables. The survey also inquired how students with disabilities 

received their diagnosis (i.e., within the school system or through a private provider) and what 

special education services their child was receiving at the time of data collection. Nearly half of the 

parents of students who received SPED services indicated that their child was diagnosed through a 

private provider, while 34.62% were diagnosed within the school system and 16.67% through other 

venues (for example, gifted programs, and early intervention programs).  

Survey Instrumentation 
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 This quantitative survey is comprised of 27 items including four Likert scale items and four 

open-ended response items. While this survey did not utilize any established scales, the questions 

included in this survey draw on findings from extant work surrounding school choice and 

satisfaction, specifically for students with disabilities (e.g., Beck et al., 2014; Mawene & Bal, 2018). 

Scales inquired about reasons for selecting their current school, reasons for leaving their previous 

school, their satisfaction with their current school, and a bank of questions about their ability to 

make an informed decision, the school’s responsiveness, and whether the school fosters a sense of 

inclusion. For example, parents were asked to rate the importance of different aspects of their 

child’s school on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 being not important to 5 being extremely important 

(Question 18: “How important were the following reasons when you selected this school for your 

child?”). Open-ended questions inquired about the strengths and challenges of their child’s current 

charter school compared to their previous school, as well as how they learned about each of their 

respective schools. 

Data Analysis 

 To answer the first three research questions, descriptive statistics were calculated. 

Additionally, to answer if differences exist between parents of students with and without disabilities 

in terms of the letter grade parents assigned their school, whether parents would re-enroll their child, 

and if they perceived their school was responsive and inclusive, independent samples t-tests were 

conducted. To understand if differences exist between parents of students with and were satisfied 

with at their current school, their reasons for leaving their previous school, and their reasons for 

enrolling at their current school, three one-way ANOVAs were conducted. All analyses were 

conducted using SPSS Version 29.  

Findings 
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Parent Satisfaction  

 The first research question sought to understand parents’ satisfaction with the charter school 

their child attended during the 2023-2024 school year. To answer this question, parents were first 

asked to rate their child’s school with a letter grade from A through F. Nearly half of all parents 

(49.88%) gave their child’s charter school an A and 36.72% gave their child’s charter school a B. 

Fewer than 10 parents assigned their child’s school a grade of C or below. See Table 2 for letter 

grades assigned by parents.  

Table 2. 

Letter Grade Assigned by Parent (N=403)  

 N % 

A 201 49.88 

B 148 36.72 

C 45 11.17 

D 8 1.99 

F 1 0.25 

 

Parents were also asked if they would enroll their child again at their current school. The 

majority (87.26%) indicated that they definitely or probably would enroll their child again at their 

school. See Table 3 for parent responses on whether or not they’d enroll their child again.  
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Table 3. 

Would Enroll Child Again at School (N=416)  
   

 N % 

Definitely Yes 281 67.55 

Probably Yes 82 19.71 

Might or Might Not 37 8.89 

Probably Not 13 3.13 

Definitely Not 3 0.72 

 

 Parents were also asked to rate how satisfied they were with various aspects of their child’s 

current school on a 6-point Likert scale, with 1 indicating very dissatisfied and 6 indicating very satisfied. 

As such, mean scores between 5 and 6 indicated that parents were satisfied or very satisfied with a 

certain aspect of their child’s school. Parents were especially satisfied with special education services 

for students, teachers’ high expectations for success, opportunities for their child to interact with 

their peers, and the academic quality of their child’s school. On average, parents were either satisfied 

or very satisfied with all aspects of their child’s school except the communication from teachers and 

the respect between students. See Table 4 for parent satisfaction with different aspects of their 

respective schools.  
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Table 4.  

Satisfaction with Different Aspects of Their School 

 N M SD 

Services for students with disabilities 400 5.96 1.18 

Teachers’ expectations for success 399 5.33 0.97 

Opportunity for child to interact with peers 398 5.31 0.92 

Academic quality 401 5.29 1.00 

Respect between teachers and students 400 5.24 1.08 

School leadership 403 5.20 1.13 

Transportation services 398 5.19 1.86 

Class sizes 400 5.18 1.01 

Opportunity for child to be involved with sports  400 5.11 1.62 

Opportunity for child to be involved in non-sport 
extracurricular activities 

397 5.02 1.46 

Communication from school leaders 396 5.02 1.34 

School discipline  401 5.02 1.34 

Communication from teachers 399 4.98 1.33 

Respect between students  402 4.78 1.23 

Notes: Participants responded to each item on a 6-point scale where 1=Very dissatisfied; 2=Dissatisfied; 
3=Somewhat dissatisfied; 4=Somewhat satisfied; 5=Satisfied; 6=Very satisfied  

 

Reasons for Enrolling  

The second research question sought to understand why parents choose to enroll their 

children in an Alabama charter school. Parents were asked to rate the importance of various factors 

related to their choice on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 being not important to 5 being extremely 

important. Parents indicated that teacher quality, school safety, perceived academic quality, and school 
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leadership were among the four most important reasons for choosing their child’s current school. 

Although still moderately important, parents rated student body diversity, extracurricular activities, and 

special education services as least important for them. See Table 5 for important reasons for 

enrolling their child at their current school. 

Table 5.  

Importance of Reasons for Enrolling Their Child  

 N M SD 

Teacher quality 413 4.73 0.52 

School safety 417 4.72 0.60 

Perceived academic quality 418 4.52 0.69 

School leadership 413 4.40 0.83 

Specific curricular focus 414 4.26 0.95 

Class sizes  414 4.22 0.94 

Course offerings (e.g., AP) 388 4.06 1.09 

Other 92 4.00 1.38 

Student body diversity 413 3.93 1.19 

Extracurricular activities 412 3.80 1.16 

Special education services 305 3.65 1.40 

Notes: Participants responded to each item on a 5-point scale where 1=Not Important; 2=Slightly Important; 
3=Moderately Important; 4=Very Important; 5=Extremely Important  

 

Reasons for Leaving their Previous School  

 Parents were also asked to rate the importance of various factors related to their decision to 

leave their child’s previous school on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 being not important to 5 being 

extremely important. Similar to the reasons that impacted parents’ choice to enroll their child at their 
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current school, parents indicated that teacher quality, school leadership, school safety, and 

curriculum were among the most important reasons for choosing to leave their child’s previous 

school. It is important to note that 116 parents indicated that they left their child’s previous school 

due to the school closing6. See Table 6 for ratings of reasons for leaving their child’s previous 

school. 

Table 6. 

Importance of Reasons for Leaving Their Child’s Previous School 

 N M SD 

Teacher quality 263 4.15 1.22 

School leadership 280 4.05 1.21 

School safety 264 4.02 1.35 

Curriculum 276 4.01 1.28 

Other 59 3.97 1.54 

Perceived academic quality 269 3.93 1.35 

Class sizes 259 3.85 1.35 

My child was bullied 167 3.81 1.49 

Lack of course offerings (e.g., AP) 255 3.77 1.38 

Not diverse enough 215 3.60 1.48 

My child’s special education needs 148 3.47 1.62 

Previous school closed  116 3.41 1.70 

Tuition expenses 157 3.40 1.67 

Extracurricular activities 215 3.38 1.51 

 
6 It is important to note that details surrounding these school closures are unknown, as no demographics of the previous 
schools were collected via the survey. 
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My child’s behavior issues 226 3.34 1.65 

Notes: Participants responded to each item on a 5-point scale where 1=Not Important; 2=Slightly Important; 
3=Moderately Important; 4=Very Important; 5=Extremely Important  

 

School Responsiveness and Inclusion 

The third research question sought to understand parents’ perspectives regarding their 

decision to enroll, their school’s responsiveness, and whether the school fosters a sense of inclusion 

for all students. Parents were asked to rate the extent to which they agreed with each of the five 

statements on a 6-point Likert scale with 1 being strongly disagree to 6 being strongly agree. On average 

parents agreed that they had enough information to make an informed decision before enrolling their 

child at their school and felt confident in their decision to enroll their child at their school. Parents 

also felt that their school’s leadership and teachers were responsive when they had questions. See 

Table 7 for parents’ ratings of their school’s responsiveness, inclusivity, and parents’ ability to make 

an informed decision. 

Table 7. 

Parent Ratings of School Responsiveness, Inclusivity, and Enrollment Decision-Making 

 N M SD 

Enrollment Decision-Making    

I had enough information to make an informed decision prior 
to enrolling my child at this school. 

400 5.05 1.02 

I felt confident in my decision to enroll my child at this school. 400 5.28 0.89 

School Responsiveness    

School leadership is responsive when I have questions. 400 5.01 1.18 

Teachers are responsive when I have questions.  401 5.10 1.07 

Inclusivity    
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This school fosters a sense of inclusion for all students. 401 5.10 1.07 

Notes: Participants responded to each item on a 6-point scale where 1=Strongly Disagree; 2=Disagree; 
3=Somewhat disagree; 4=Somewhat agree; 5=Agree; 6=Strongly agree  

 

Differences between parents of students with and without disabilities 

The fourth research question sought to understand if parents of students with disabilities 

differed from those of typical developing children in terms of 1) the letter grade they assigned their 

child’s school, 2) whether they’d enroll their child at the school again, 3) what factors they were most 

satisfied with at their current school, and 4) their reasons for leaving their previous school, and 5) 

their reasons for enrolling at their current school.  

Independent samples t-tests were conducted to compare the responses of parents of 

students with and without disabilities regarding the letter grade parents assigned and whether they 

would enroll their child again at the school. There were no significant differences in letter grades 

that parents assigned their child’s school between parents whose children qualified for special 

education services and those who did not (t(400)=-0.012, p=0.990). Similarly, there were no 

significant differences in whether parents would enroll their child again at the school between 

parents whose children qualified for special education services and those who did not (t(413)=-

1.241, p=0.283).  

To compare the responses of parents of students with disabilities and those of students 

without disabilities regarding important reasons for selecting their school, important reasons for 

leaving their previous school, and satisfaction with different aspects of their school, three one-way 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests were conducted. Here, the statements within each of these 

scales were treated as the dependent variable(s) and the child’s special education eligibility as the 

independent variable. The first ANOVA found two significant differences in parents’ ratings of 

important reasons for selecting their current school: special education services (p<0.001) and 
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extracurricular activities (p<0.001). Similarly, the second ANOVA found significant differences in 

parents’ ratings of important reasons for leaving their previous school: their child’s special education 

needs (p<0.001), tuition expenses (p<0.001), and extracurricular activities (p=0.002). In terms of 

parents’ satisfaction with different aspects of their current school, the third ANOVA showed 

significant differences in parents’ ratings for only one item: special education services (p<0.001). See 

Table 8 for significant differences among parents of students with and without disabilities. 

Table 8. 

Significant Differences in Parent Ratings 

 SS df MS F p 

Reasons for Enrolling      

Special education services 48.383 1 48.383 26.714 <0.001 

Extracurricular activities 14.916 1 14.916 11.381 <0.001 

Reasons for Leaving      

Special education services 28.254 1 28.254 11.438 <0.001 

Extracurricular activities 21.507 1 21.507 9.768 0.002 

Tuition expenses 34.747 1 34.747 13.432 <0.001 

Satisfaction      

Special education services 62.152 1 62.152 49.798 <0.001 

Notes: The table above represents between-groups values.   
 

A fourth and final ANOVA was conducted to investigate whether parents of students with 

and without disabilities perceived inclusivity, responsiveness, and their decision-making differently. 

However, results showed no significant differences between the two groups’ responses to any of the 

items.  
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Discussion 

 

 

 The findings of this study highlighted how Alabama parents of students with and without 

disabilities choose regarding their child’s schooling, with what they are satisfied and dissatisfied, and 

how their experiences can be improved. This study found that parents of students with and without 

disabilities in Alabama charter schools exhibit similar patterns in their school choice decisions. This 

finding aligns with the broader literature on school choice, which suggests that families prioritize a 

range of factors when selecting educational settings for their children (Buckley & Schneider, 2007). 

Both groups of parents reported high levels of satisfaction with their children's charter schools, 

particularly with services for students with disabilities, teachers' expectations for success, 

opportunities for their child to interact with peers, and academic quality. Parents also indicated that 

they would re-enroll their child at their respective school again. Additionally, a significant majority of 

parents would rate their child's school with an A or B, demonstrating a high level of overall 

satisfaction again. This is consistent with previous research indicating that satisfaction is a critical 

factor in parental decisions to enroll and remain enrolled in charter schools (Hamlin & Cheng, 

2020). 

 Teacher quality, school safety, perceived academic quality, and school leadership emerged as 

the leading reasons for choosing their current school (i.e., pull factors), echoing common themes in 

school choice literature (e.g., Lubienski, Gulosino, & Weitzel, 2009, Mawene & Bal, 2018; Waitoller, 

2020). Similarly, dissatisfaction with many of the same pull factors was cited as the primary reason 

for leaving previous schools, aligning closely with the existing literature (e.g., Fiore et al., 2000; Lake, 

2010, Lange & Lehr, 2000). Specifically, parents rated teacher quality, school leadership, school 

safety, and curriculum as the leading reasons for leaving their previous school. Parents in this study 
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felt their school leaders and teachers were responsive and fostered a sense of inclusion and 

belonging. They also reported confidence in their enrollment decisions and that their decisions were 

supported by sufficient information to make informed choices.  

Overall, these findings suggest that Alabama charter schools are meeting the needs and 

expectations of their diverse student populations, particularly in areas of teacher quality, leadership, 

and school safety. The only notable differences between the two groups of parents were the 

emphasis on special education services among parents of students with disabilities, as well as 

extracurricular activities and tuition expenses. This highlights the critical importance of two things: 

1) the importance of special education services in the enrollment decision-making process for 

families with children with disabilities (e.g., Fiore et al., 2000), and 2) that charter schools here serve 

those that would otherwise not have access to adequate schooling (e.g., Marshall, 2017). 

Implications 

The findings from this study have several important real-world implications. Firstly, they 

highlight the perceived success of Alabama charter schools in providing quality education that 

satisfies both students in both general and special education. These findings can inform 

policymakers and educators about the strengths of charter schools and areas for further 

improvement. Too often, the experiences of parents are overlooked and disregarded (Kelly & 

Scafidi, 2013; Kingsbury, Marshall, & Doak, 2024). Secondly, the emphasis on teacher quality, 

school leadership, and safety highlights the need for continuous investment in these areas to 

maintain and improve parental satisfaction and positive student outcomes. Lastly, understanding the 

unique priorities of parents of students with disabilities can help charter schools tailor their services 

and communication strategies to better support these families, ultimately contributing to more 

inclusive and effective educational environments. 

Limitations and Future Research 
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 There are a few limitations worth noting. First, the study relied on self-report survey data 

that was collected via a voluntary sample of parents whose children attended one of the six 

participating charter schools (Fowler, 2014). At the time of data collection, a total of 13 charter 

schools were in operation in the state of Alabama. It is important to acknowledge that the 

experiences of parents who chose not to complete the survey may differ from those who elected to 

participate. Moreover, the data were collected during the fall semester of the 2023-24 school year, 

representing parents’ satisfaction with their school at only one point in time. It is possible that 

parents’ satisfaction with their child’s school differed at the conclusion of the spring semester.  

The findings from this study underscore the need for continued attention to the factors that 

influence school choice and satisfaction among parents in Alabama charter schools, such as school 

leadership, quality teachers, and school safety. Future research should also explore differences in 

school grades assigned by parents, such as the factors that lead parents to assign a B rather than an 

A. By honing in on successful  practices and addressing both common concerns among all parents 

and the unique needs of students with disabilities (f.e., push-in therapy), charter schools can further 

improve their educational offerings and expand supports for students, contributing to a more 

inclusive and effective educational landscape in Alabama or elsewhere. 
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Abstract 

 

 

This qualitative study explored the experiences of 36 parents of students with and without 

disabilities across six Alabama charter schools. Semi-structured focus groups were conducted at the 

beginning of the spring semester 2024. Participants discussed challenges with and strengths of their 

respective schools, satisfaction with special education services, their experiences navigating the 

classification/diagnostic process, and their perceptions about inclusion at their school and charter 

schools more generally. Parents’ narratives highlighted general satisfaction with their respective 

schools and the special education services their children with disabilities were receiving. Parents 

were particularly satisfied with the sense of community their child’s school is fostering but noted a 

lack of advanced course offerings and transportation issues. 

 Keywords: charter schools; disabilities; inclusion; parents; satisfaction; special education 
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“We’re all desperate for some kind of alternative”: 
A Qualitative Inquiry into the Experiences of Parents of Students with and without 

Disabilities in Alabama Charter Schools 
 
 
 

 In recent years, charter schools have established themselves as a permanent fixture in the 

U.S. educational landscape, characterized by innovation and autonomy in exchange for increased 

accountability. Charter schools have been heralded for their potential to meet diverse student needs, 

including those of students with disabilities (Estes, 2004). However, the extent to which charter 

schools fulfill this promise for students with disabilities remains a subject of ongoing debate and 

empirical inquiry due to a dearth of research exploring the topic. 

 Research indicates that the experiences of students with disabilities in charter schools can 

vary widely, with some schools offering highly inclusive environments and specialized support (Finn 

et al., 2000), while others struggle to provide adequate special education services (Rhim & 

McLaughlin, 2007). Smaller school sizes and lower student-to-teacher ratios can contribute to a 

more personalized educational experience and better learning outcomes for not just students with 

disabilities (Bierlein Palmer & Gau, 2003). On the other hand, charter schools face several barriers in 

providing special education services, such as a lack of funding, resources, and training (Blackwell, 

2016; Hammel & Fisher, 2014). Moreover, the attitudes of charter school staff and administrators 

towards inclusion and disabilities are crucial in shaping students’ experiences but can vary widely 

(Burdette, 2013; McKinney, 2013). 

 Given the mixed findings in the existing literature and the critical role of parental 

perspectives in understanding the effectiveness and inclusivity of charter schools, this study solicits 

the narratives of parents of students with disabilities attending Alabama charter schools. By 

capturing these narratives, this study seeks to understand what challenges students with disabilities 
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face in Alabama charter schools, what some of their school’s strengths are, and how satisfied parents 

are with special education services and the classification/diagnostic process. 

Charter Schools in Alabama   

 Before delving into charter schools and the factors influencing parents' enrollment choices, 

it's important to note that families with sufficient financial resources have traditionally had various 

educational options available to them (Marshall, 2017). These families can move to districts with 

better public schools or send their children to private schools. On the other hand, families without 

such financial means often do not have these options available to them. Similarly, parents of 

children with disabilities often face a lack of comprehensive choices within their public-school 

systems (Wong, 2022). Consequently, school choice policies are designed to expand educational 

opportunities for families who would otherwise be unable to access their preferred schools.  

 Under such policies, charter schools were first conceptualized in the late 1980s as 

autonomous public schools accountable to the public, typically operating with a specific educational 

mission or curricular focus (NCSRC, 2019). Charter schools were designed as an innovative 

approach to education reform, aiming to increase parental school choice and improve education 

opportunities for students who would elsewise not have access to quality schools (Nathan, 1996). In 

exchange for their increased autonomy and flexibility (Renzulli & Roscigno, 2005), charter schools 

are held accountable through extensive evaluations of their performance as part of their pending 

renewal (Gawlik, 2012).  

 Although the first charter school opened in Minnesota in 1991, charter schools are a 

relatively new phenomenon in Alabama's educational landscape. The Alabama School Choice and 

Student Opportunity Act, enacted in 2015, introduced charter schools as part of the state's public 

school system (Alabama State Department of Education, 2015). Despite their recent introduction, 

charter schools have quickly become a significant topic in discussions about educational reform and 
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parental enrollment decision making in Alabama. In the 2022-23 school year, Alabama's charter 

schools enrolled 5,314 students, compared to 724,475 students in traditional public schools. Over 

the past four years, charter school enrollment in Alabama has grown by 376% (National Alliance for 

Public Charter Schools, 2023). At the time of data collection, there were 13 charter schools in 

Alabama, with another four set to open during the 2024-25 school year. 

 With these schools steadily gaining popularity among parents looking for alternatives to 

traditional public and private schools, critics questions the schools’ effectiveness and inclusivity 

(National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2020). Contributing to the criticism that charter 

schools receive, research suggests that misconceptions regarding charter schools still exist and 

influence parental decision making. Some of the misconceptions include that charter schools divert 

funding from local traditional public schools and that they do not serve students with disabilities 

(Gill, 2019). 

Students with Disabilities and Charter Schools 

 With the recent growth of charter schools and the growing number of students with 

disabilities (SWD) attending them, research has begun exploring the experiences of students with 

disabilities in charter schools, revealing a complex landscape opportunities and challenges. Charter 

schools have the potential to provide high-quality, personalized instruction for students with 

disabilities (Estes, 2004), depending on the availability of resources, an experienced staff, and a 

commitment to inclusivity (Rhim & McLaughlin, 2007). While some charter schools succeed in 

creating inclusive environments and providing individualized support, others struggle to meet the 

diverse needs of students with disabilities effectively (Rhim & McLaughlin, 2007). 

 Research suggests that some students with disabilities encounter significant challenges in 

charter schools, specifically related to accessibility and quality of support services. While charter 

schools are legally required to serve students with disabilities under the ADA and IDEA (Ahearn et 
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al., 2001; Lake, 2010), there is variability in how well charter schools provide specialized instruction 

and services as part a student’s IEP or 504 plan (Hehir et al., 2005). Furthermore, extant literature 

suggests that charter schools serve fewer students with disabilities than their traditional counterpart 

(Rhim & Hall, 2021). During the 2021-22 school year, 7,800 public charter schools were in operation 

across 45 states, serving a total of 3.7 million students (White, 2022). Of the 3.7 million students 

served by charter schools in the 2021-2022 school year (White, 2022), an estimated 12% had 

disabilities and received special education services (Parham Malhotra, 2024). This figure lies 

approximately 2% below the national average of SWD served in traditional public schools. Some 

attribute this discrepancy to selective enrollment practices, such as counseling out students with 

disabilities (Blackwell, 2016; Grant, 2005; Rhim & Hall, 2021). Others attribute this gap to a lack of 

adequate funding and resources posing a barrier to charter schools offering comprehensive special 

education services for their students (Winters, 2013). 

 Despite these challenges, attending a charter school can offer several benefits for students 

with disabilities. Research suggests that charter schools with a strong emphasis on inclusion tend to 

include SWD in general education classrooms more frequently and for longer periods of time 

(Heyward et al., 2020; Rhim & Ahearn, 2017). Moreover, extant work has shown that some charter 

schools cater to the diverse needs of students with disabilities by employing innovative teaching 

methods and curricular foci (Kochhar-Bryant & Heishman, 2010). Additionally, smaller school sizes 

and lower student-to-teacher ratios in charter schools create a supportive environment for all 

students (Bierlein Palmer & Gau, 2003). 

 The attitudes of charter school staff and administration towards inclusion and disabilities 

play a critical role in shaping the educational experiences of students with disabilities. Positive 

attitudes and a strong commitment to inclusivity are essential for fostering an environment where all 

students can thrive (Burdette, 2013). Research suggests that some charter schools demonstrate a 
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commitment to diversity and inclusion and view providing high-quality special education as integral 

to their mission (Ahearn, 2001), while others lack sufficient training or resources to effectively 

support inclusive education (McKinney, 2013).  

 While charter schools have the potential to provide high-quality education for students with 

disabilities, it requires addressing the challenges related to resources, staff training, and inclusive 

practices to actualize it. Empirical research highlights the need for policy reform to ensure that 

charter schools can provide equitable and accessible education for all students. To inform policy 

recommendations, particularly for Alabama, it is vital to solicit the experiences of parents of 

students with disabilities in charter schools. 

Methods 

 

 

 This exploratory study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2006) aims to gain insight into the 

experiences of parents7 of students with and without disabilities attending Alabama charter schools. 

The qualitative study focused on understanding push and pull factors influencing parents’ decisions 

to enroll their child(ren) in a charter school, parents’ satisfaction with special education services and 

the school in general, as well as their experiences navigating the classification/diagnostic process. 

Lastly, the study inquired about parents’ perceptions about inclusion at their school and charter 

schools more generally. The study was guided by the following research questions:  

1) What are the experiences of parents of students with and without disabilities with Alabama 

charter schools? 

 
7 It is important to note that the term ‘parent’ is used throughout the article for readability purposes. Here, this also 
includes aunts, uncles, grandparents, and other caretakers who serve as students’ legal guardians and responded to this 
survey as such. 
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a. What are the experiences of parents of students with disabilities with special 

education services at their child(ren)’s school? 

b. What are the experiences of parents of students with disabilities with navigating the 

diagnostic/classification process? 

2) What factors lead parents to leaving their previous school and enrolling in a charter school? 

3) How do parents perceive inclusion at their school? 

4) How did parents perceive charter schools prior to enrolling their child in one? 

a. How did their perceptions change, if at all? 

Data Collection 

 To answer the above research questions, focus groups were conducted from January 5th to 

February 8th 2024 with a sample of parents whose children attended Alabama charter schools during 

the 2023-24 school year. Parents were recruited to participate in the focus groups after completing a 

quantitative survey in Qualtrics as part of a larger study. Parents were asked to complete an 

informed consent in Qualtrics before being scheduled to participate in focus groups. Focus groups 

followed a semi-structured protocol (see Appendix A) and were conducted via Zoom, usually lasting 

between 30-60 minutes. Each focus group was recorded and transcribed for accuracy purposes. 

Each participants received a $25 Amazon gift card as a compensation for their time.  

Sample 

 Initially, 185 parents expressed interest in participating in the focus groups. Ultimately, 36 of 

the 185 parents participated  in one of 14 focus groups of 2-6 parents each. Parents participating in 

focus groups indicated that a plurality of their children identified as female (52.78%) and African 

American or Black (61.11%). In terms of parent demographics, most of the parents who participated 

in the focus groups were the students’ mothers (86.11%), were married (52.78%), had a graduate 

degree (41.67%), and earned an annual household income of $30,000 to $75,000 (36.11%). 13.89% 
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stated that their child was eligible for and receiving special education services during the 2023-24 

school year.. See Table 1 for descriptive statistics including demographic information for the study 

sample. 

Table 1 

Participant Demographics (N=36) 

 N % 

Student Race/Ethnicity (N=36)   

Black or African American 22 61.11 

White 11 30.56 

More than one race/ethnicity 2 5.56 

Student Gender (N=36)   

Female 19 52.78 

Male 15 41.67 

Gender-fluid 1 2.78 

Non-binary 1 2.78 

Student Receives Special Education Services (N=36) 

Relationship to Child (N=36) 

31 13.89 

Mother 31 86.11 

Father 4 11.11 

Grandparent 1 2.78 

Highest Level of Education Completed (N=36)   

High school/GED 8 22.22 

Technical or trade school 4 11.11 
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Bachelor’s degree 9 25.00 

Graduate or professional degree 15 41.67 

Household Income (N=36)   

$0-30,000 4 11.11 

$30,001-50,000 7 19.44 

$50,001-75,000 6 16.67 

$75,001-100,000 8 22.22 

Above $100,000 9 25.00 

Marital Status  (N=36)   

Married 19 52.78 

Single 12 33.33 

Divorced/Separated 4 11.11 

Other 1 2.78 

Note: Parents who had more than one child enrolled were asked to respond for their oldest child enrolled.  

Data Analysis 

The focus groups were recorded via Zoom and transcribed. The transcripts were checked for 

accuracy before being coded using Atlas.ti version 23. A constant-comparative approach (Glaser, 

1965; Corbin & Strauss, 2014) was employed to analyze the transcribed focus group and identify any 

commonalities and differences between parents of students with and without disabilities. An initial 

list of deductive codes was created based on the interview protocol (f.e., classification) and the extant 

literature surrounding parental school choice, satisfaction, and special education (f.e., push factors) 

expanded with inductive codes emerging from the transcripts (Maxwell, 2013). Using an iterative 

process, the codebook was refined until no new codes emerge. All transcripts were coded once more 
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using the finalized codebook and thematically analyzed (Braun & Clarke, 2006). See Appendix B for 

example codes. 

Findings  

 

 

  Several themes emerged from the data, including challenges and strengths of their school, 

(dis)satisfaction with special education services and the classification process, as well as parents’ 

perceptions of inclusion at their child’s school and charter schools in general. Overall, both parents 

of students with and without disabilities expressed that they were very satisfied with the charter 

schools their children were attending at the time of data collection. Parents were particularly satisfied 

with the quality of instruction and consistent communication at their schools. One parent of a 

middle schooler with disabilities highlighted how her son’s teacher goes above and beyond to keep 

her in the loop and at ease: “I love the fact that they're very involved with the parents. They allow us 

to know what's going on. It's not like what happens in this classroom stays in this classroom. His 

teacher, she's very vocal with us. She uses Dojo8 [to] send pictures. She lets us know whether he's 

having a bad day or not.” Many other parents shared the same sentiment about their child’s school.  

Strengths 

 When asked about what they particularly liked about their child’s school and what the 

school’s biggest strengths were, a majority of parents pointed to the same aspects: a sense of 

community, curricular foci, a focus on social-emotional learning, and a child-centered approach to 

learning. Other strengths that parents mentioned included encouraging and enforcing attendance 

across all grade levels, encouraging community and parent involvement, soliciting parents’ input 

regularly, and creating inclusive and diverse spaces for students of all backgrounds to learn together.  

 
8 ClassDojo is an educational platform that connects teachers, administrators, students and parents via an app. 
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A Sense of Community 

 Parents overwhelmingly highlighted their school’s sense of community as its biggest 

strength, repeatedly using the phrase “close-knit.” One parent shared, “I feel like in a bigger district 

that it's almost like it's untouchable for educators, for students, for parents to really have those 

relationships with people who are in leadership or who are part of the board, whereas being part of 

this community, it's like everyone's close knit.” Elaborating on their statement, the parent shared 

that their child attended a large traditional public school prior to enrolling at this charter school and 

that their family felt disconnected from other families and sometimes even the teachers and 

administrators at that school. Another parent added, “I believe our school has a strong culture of 

community between the teachers and the children and the parents. I can email any of my son's 

teachers at any point and they'll get back to me and they recognize me when I show up and it just 

feels like almost like a really nice close-knit family.” Conversely, many noted how the sense of 

community their schools foster has enabled not only their child but also them as parents to form 

lasting connections with other families at their school. 

Personalized Learning 

 The second biggest strength that parents referenced was the school’s personalized or child-

centered approach to learning. Parents’ narratives emphasized that they felt that their child’s school 

was able to tailor instruction to their child’s need. This was especially true for parents of SWD. One 

parent shared, “I feel like they can tailor the learning in different ways because of that class size and 

kind of how they're doing some of that.” Some likened this holistic culture to the schools’ focus on 

social emotional learning (SEL) and the wrap-around services they provide:  

Again, one of the reasons I sent them to this school, one of the reasons we chose this school 

was more of a focus on the whole child as opposed to just “Hey, we're here to prepare them 

for college and academics and test, test, test”, and they actually do a really good job of that. 
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So, they have a lot of mental health resources and counselors on site and even some group 

counseling sessions that the kids can opt into, and they really do make sure that the kids' 

needs are met. Food, clothing. Our school has quite a few students that are in insecure 

housing situations and so they make sure that those needs are provided before they're 

focusing on learning, which I think produces really well-rounded, secure kids.  

The approach to personalized learning and the provision of such wrap-around services are 

important considering the diverse student bodies that charter schools serve. While research suggests 

that charter schools serve similar demographics to traditional public schools, they often draw 

students that choose to commute far beyond their county due to the schools’ services and curricular 

foci.   

Curricular Focus 

 The third most commonly referenced strength was the variety of curricular foci and missions 

among these charter schools. Parents appreciated that their kids were “hands-on touching things, 

learning stuff that doesn't involve pencil and paper pushing.” Several parents spoke highly of their 

schools’ curricular foci, specifically those focusing on career preparation and dual enrollment.  One 

parent contrasted his family’s experience with traditional public schools in their area and his child’s 

current charter school:  

It's a lot different from most public schools that I've seen and I see a lot more career 

preparation. I kind of follow them on social media and keep up with what's going on at the 

school and it seems like they really give the older students a lot of life experience type 

education, which I really appreciate. Making sure that they're involved in the community in 

different ways, going and seeing local businesses and local farms and just kind of giving them 

that little bit of life experience and understanding of our community, which I really 

appreciate. 
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Some parents highlighted how the school’s curricular focus was one of the reasons that initially led 

them to leave their county school and enroll at their child’s current charter school. A few parents 

expressed a wish for more career preparation opportunities and a more distinctive curricular focus 

beyond the commitment to social emotional learning. 

Challenges 

 Although parents were overwhelmingly satisfied and highlighted many of their school’s 

strengths, a few key challenges emerged across each of the 14 focus groups. The key challenges 

include transportation to and from the school, a lack of academic offerings, and high teacher 

turnover. Other challenges that parents referenced were a lack of extracurricular activities, 

outgrowing their school, and the political climate regarding charter schools in the state. 

Transportation 

 The most commonly referenced challenge among parents was transportation. A large 

majority of charter schools, especially in Alabama, do not provide bus transportation for their 

students, often due to a lack of centralized resources. Moreover, charter schools do not have a 

residency requirement for enrollment, allowing many students to commute from outside of the 

school’s locale to attend. For this reason, charter schools are not legally required to provide 

transportation for their students. “It would be great if we had bus service”, one parent stated. When 

asked what they would improve about the school, another parent shared her frustration, “I would 

say, improve bus services or at least the carpool line. [The carpool line] causes you either pick them 

up late or drop them off late. It doesn't matter how long you've been in line.” Other parents 

referenced transportation-related challenges due to their school being split up by grade level into 

two separate buildings or part of instruction (like Physical Education) being held in a building across 

the street.  

Academic Offerings 
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Academic offerings emerged as another prominent theme from the data. Parents 

overwhelmingly critiqued the lack of accelerated class offerings, such as AP or Honors. A mother of 

high schooler shared, “I got an email about my son being selected to do AP English. Now it's the 

same class as the regular [one], same teacher, same classroom. Nothing changed. He just gets 

different work.” While some schools lacked rigorous course offerings like AP and Honors classes, 

other schools seemed to struggle fulfilling students’ gifted plans. 

 I asked about a gifted plan, but I guess my daughter's in ninth grade this year and it didn't 

sound like there's no real formal gifted plan, but they have been responsive when I said she's 

bored in some of these classes and that seems like they responded pretty adequately to work 

with me to give her a little more enrichment, a little more work, but I know she doesn't have 

anything [formal in place].  

Parents’ narratives suggested that their respective schools tried offering alternative enrichment 

opportunities in lieu of AP courses and a gifted program, such as providing additional or different 

work in the classroom. 

Teacher Turnover 

Lastly, parents referenced high teacher turnover at their schools. Parents felt that there was 

not only high teacher turnover at their schools, but that counselors and office staff were being 

moved around from role to role. “While the counselor is this contact this week, next week, oh now 

she’s only doing high school counseling, or it seems like a lot of the resources there have more than 

one job and responsibilities change frequently”, one parent elaborated. Another parent shared the 

same frustrations:  

In theory, it's great. They have a lot of resources, a lot of unique classroom items. But for 

third grade, the gifted teacher is also the reading coach, and I'm sure you know that third 

grade reading this year in particular is a huge focus. So, she is definitely splitting her time and 
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gifted gets canceled pretty often, which is very disappointing for my son. He gets really upset 

when it's canceled. So that has been a little bit of a frustration point for me and I really think 

it boils down to the resources there. It's a lack of, I guess a lack of staff or the staff having to 

do multiple roles. It impacts things like that. 

Some attributed their child’s school’s high turnover to the fact that they had only been in operation 

for a few years or the lack of adequate pay many teachers face. A few attributed teachers leaving to 

increased behavioral issues in the classroom. However, the general consensus among parents was 

that “the staff definitely seems stretched. I can tell lots of folks are doing multiple jobs.”  

Despite all of the challenges that parents mentioned, they also felt that their schools were 

constantly working to solve problems and improve. One parent shared, “What I like about the 

school is that I really believe that they are working towards improvement, so they are a very new 

school and I think every obstacle they encounter, I think they're really trying to conquer it and make 

it better.” A majority of parents also highlighted that they felt that their school regularly solicited 

feedback from parents when it came to finalizing their school calendar, offering extracurricular 

options, and other aspects of their child’s schooling. 

Special Education 

Parents of students with disabilities highlighted their satisfaction with the special education 

services provided by their charter schools. Parents shared that their children received a range of 

push-in and pull-out services, including but not limited to physical therapy, occupational therapy, 

speech language therapy, and reading coaching, through their IEP or 504 plan. Some SWD had a 

paraprofessional with them and received instruction in the general education classroom for 100% of 

the day. Other SWD with more specialized needs were educated in self-contained special education 

classrooms for part of the day. Several of the parents of students with disabilities highlighted 

inclusive instruction as one of the pull factors leading them to enroll their child at their current 
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school in the first place. Parents cited building close collaborative relationships with their child’s 

special education teachers and coordinators and praised their responsiveness. One parent shared:  

I know my son, he can be a lot. He is a handful, but they're so great with him. […] It makes 

me feel good to know that he's being left in really good hands. People who I feel like 

genuinely love him and will do anything to help him to the best of their ability. I mean, 

obviously he has to do his part, but yeah, I couldn't ask for better support system from a 

school. 

Generally, parents of SWD were pleased with the special education services their children were 

receiving at their respective schools. Parents emphasized that they felt supported and that their 

children’s diverse needs were being met – for some, better than at their previous school. However, 

few also mentioned challenges with the diagnostic/classification process to qualify for special 

education services in the first place.  

Classification/Diagnostic Process 

 Parents’ experiences with the special education classification process varied widely. While 

some of their children with disabilities were identified9 through their schools and completed testing 

within their school,; others had to seek out a private provider to assess and diagnose their child with 

a (learning) disability. One parent shared:  

I did the outside thing on my own as far as getting him to a therapist, the mental health place 

in our area. And then I reached out to the teacher and she gave me the information for the 

special education lady in the office at the school. And so, they tested him for, I think, like an 

IQ test and something else that they're going to tell me about. 

 
9 Per Part B, Section 300.111 of IDEA, schools are legally required to 1) identify, locate, and evaluate all children with 
disabilities in their state, regardless of the severity of their disability and 2) render the appropriate special education and 
wrap-around services. 
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For some parents, the process of being assessed and qualifying for special education services was 

straight forward and not only supported but also guided by their child’s school. In other cases, 

parents shared feeling unheard and unsupported by their school, facing several challenges with the 

diagnostic/classification process. One mother shared her continued fight to get her high-functioning 

child re-assessed and the services he may need, “[His learning disability] absolutely needs to be 

addressed. But it's just, yeah, so the school has been flexible, but has not wanted to do an IEP and 

[…] they have not been helpful in trying to help us get the diagnosis. But I don't really think they 

want us to have an IEP.” Parents’ narratives here reflected mixed experiences with the classification 

process but also raise the question if charter schools deliberately classify fewer students with 

disabilities or are they simply under resourced.  

Sense of Inclusion 

Despite the challenges that some parents faced with the classification process, most parents 

expressed that their schools fostered a strong sense of inclusion. One parent shared, “[The school 

community is] a family and they treat these kids all the same. So, I think if anything, they probably 

do get the same treatment that these [typical developing] kids receive.” The general consensus 

among parents of students with and without disabilities was that one of their schools’ strengths was 

their inclusivity and tolerance. While some of the six schools that participated in this study enrolled 

more SWD than the national average, they also served other marginalized groups including students 

from low-income neighborhoods, students who previously dropped out, and students from the 

LGBTQ+ community. One parent of a genderfluid child shared,  

I think because of that, there is an ideal of inclusion and I will say that the staff and faculty 

are very much in that mindset. I will also say you cannot control what every student does. So 

there still is bullying, there's LGBTQ+ bullying, there's race bullying, there's cultural 

bullying, there's ableism. I mean it's all going to be there just because you have kids coming 
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in, you can't control what kids do, but I believe that the school has that goal and works really 

hard toward it. 

While bullying can occur in any school setting, parents’ narratives highlighted that their schools went 

above and beyond to foster an inclusive environment for all students inside and outside of the 

classroom. 

Perceptions and Misconceptions 

In addition to their perceptions of inclusion, parents were asked about their perceptions of 

charter schools prior to enrolling their child in one. Before enrolling, several parents had negative 

perceptions about charter schools, often thinking they only served high-achieving students or that 

they diverted funds from the local traditional public schools. One parent shared,  

“I'm very conflicted about this because I'm a big believer in public schooling. […] And so in 

general, I'd say I did not have a very good attitude about charter schools previously. I felt 

like they were diverting resources away from traditional, traditional public schools. I still sort 

of feel that way, but a program like [our school] is built around a very specific need that just, 

particularly here, could not otherwise happen. And I think there's a lot of charter schools 

that are like that. They're filling a need. And so in that respect, I think they're important.” 

Another parent shared a similar sentiment, “The public schools […] don't like the charter school 

being here. I know that takes funding away from them, so that's a sore spot with the public 

schools.” One of the findings that emerged from parents’ narratives is that several parents held 

misconceptions about charter schools being “private schools without the tuition”, diverting funds 

from public schools, and only serving high-performing students. It is important to note that charter 

schools do no divert funds from traditional public schools and, on average, receive less funding per 

pupil than their traditional counterparts.  



 

 84 

 Parents also felt like charter schools attracted more students that are “really behind and have 

the behavioral issues” compared to the private and traditional public schools their children 

previously attended. One parent noted, “You get kids all across the spectrum, which that's true in 

any public school, but I think it's particularly true in a charter school.” Furthermore, some parents 

attributed families leaving their charter school and moving to a private school to the 

disproportionate number of behavioral issues in charter schools. 

 A select few parents had previously worked at a charter school or have had an older child 

attend one before and specifically sought out this type of school for their child. Others left their 

private school to receive what they perceived to be a quality education for their child(ren) without 

having to pay tuition. However, the majority of parents did not know much about charter schools 

and did not care that they were enrolling their child in a charter school. Ultimately, parents stressed 

that their objective was to choose the best school for their child, regardless of the type of school. 

When asked about her perceptions of charter schools prior to enrolling her child at one, one mother 

of a kindergartner responded: 

I mean I didn't have strong opinions one way or the other before we went, but I've come to 

the conclusion now that people who rail against the charter schools, I would say what, they 

probably either belong to a really good school district or they can afford a private school. I 

think that the people who are pro-charter school, it's because we're all just desperate for 

some kind of alternative. 

Though some parents had negative or neutral perceptions of charter schools prior to enrolling, all 

but a few parents highlighted how their perceptions changed in a positive way once they experienced 

the supportive and inclusive culture of their charter school. Parents uniformly emphasized their 

satisfaction with and their support for their child’s charter school, stating that most plan to re-enroll. 

Discussion 
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 Parents’ narratives highlighted their satisfaction with their schools as a whole and with the 

special education services there, as applicable. Parents frequently cited a strong sense of community 

as the biggest strength of their charter school, aligning closely with the existing literature on parent 

satisfaction (Gill et al., 2007). The second most cited strength was the schools’ curricular focus 

(White & Huang, 2021). Specifically, parents appreciated the variety of curricular foci and how they 

were able to foster community engagement through career preparatory and dual enrollment 

programs. Parents also emphasized their child’s charter schools’ emphasis on personalized learning, 

which is a corner stone of many charter schools (Lake, 2010). Narratives suggest that Alabama 

charter schools aim to meet students’ instructional and social-emotional needs while also providing a 

variety of wrap-around services for families (f.e, food, clothing, technology, health clinic). 

 In contrast, parents highlighted transportation-related issues, which are common challenge 

among charter schools (Berends, 2015). Most charter schools lack the ability to provide bus 

transportation due to their students travelling hours at a time to attend and lacking the resources 

such as funding and a centralized office. However, this poses a major barrier to access. Another 

challenge that parents cited was the lack of academic offerings, such as AP and Honors course, as 

well as the inability to fully implement gifted plans. Extant literature attributes this challenge to a 

lack of resources (Zimmer et al., 2014). High teacher turnover is another issue frequently cited in the 

focus groups. Literature suggests that teacher turnover rates are at an all-time-high across all sectors 

and locales but can sometimes be higher in charter than traditional public schools, which can impact 

school stability and student achievement (Camp et al., 2024). Parents expressed concerns over the 

instability caused by these frequent changes in teaching staff and noted how staff took on multiple 
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roles, which appears to have become commonplace since the pandemic (Marshall & Neugebauer, 

2022).  

Implications  

These findings suggest that Alabama charter schools are generally successful in meeting the 

diverse needs of their student populations, including those with disabilities. Parent’s narratives 

highlighted sense of community, curricular focus, and personalized learning as areas where charter 

schools are excelling. However, the challenges noted included the classification/diagnostic process. 

Policymakers and educators can use these insights to further enhance the inclusivity and 

effectiveness of charter schools, ensuring they provide comprehensive options for students with 

disabilities. 

Limitations and Future Research 

 There are a few limitations worth noting. First, it is worth noting that the experiences of 

parents who chose not to participate in the focus groups may differ from those who elected to 

participate. Similarly, the experiences of parents whose children attend one of the other seven 

charter schools in the state may differ from those who attended one of the participating schools. 

Furthermore, there could be selection bias among those who elected to participate in the study, 

often representing polarizing views (very positive or very negative). 

 Understanding the experiences of students with disabilities in Alabama charter schools can 

influence policy reform and improve special education services in charter schools. Future research 

should explore the experiences of students with disabilities in schools of choice and their parents 

across the U.S. Considering new legislature that would implement Educational Savings Accounts in 

Alabama (Greisbach, 2024), future research should explore enrollment patterns of SWD to better 

understand what factors draw them to enrolling at and leaving charter schools. 

 



 

 87 

References 

 

 

Ahearn, E. (2001). Charter schools and special education: A report on state policies. National 

Association of State Directors of Special Education. 

Alabama State Department of Education. (2015). Alabama School Choice and Student Opportunity 

Act. Montgomery, AL. 

Berends, M. (2015). Sociology and school choice: What we know after two decades of charter 

schools. Annual Review of Sociology, 41, 159-180.  

 https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-073014-112340 

Betts, J. R., & Tang, Y. E. (2016). A meta-analysis of the literature on the effect of charter schools 

on student achievement. Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 35(3), 678-706.  

Bierlein Palmer, L., & Gau, R. (2003). Charter school authorizing: Policy implications from a 

national study. Phi Delta Kappan, 84(7), 501-507. 

Blackwell, W. (2016). Navigating the Maze of School Choice Options. Exceptional Parent, 46(12), 38–

40. 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in 

Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. 

Bulkley, K., & Fisler, J. (2003). A decade of charter schools: From theory to practice. Educational 

Policy, 17(3), 317-342. https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904803017003002 

Burdette, P. (2013). Special Education in Charter Schools: Information and Resources. National 

Association of State Directors of Special Education. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904803017003002


 

 88 

Camp, A., Zamarro, G., & McGee, J. (2024). Looking Back and Moving Forward: COVID-19’s 

Impact on the Teacher Labor Market and Implications for the Future. Educational Evaluation 

and Policy Analysis, 0(0). https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737241258184 

Corbin, J. and Strauss, A. (2014) Basics of Qualitative Research. 3rd Edition, Sage, Thousand Oaks. 

Creswell, J. W., & Plano Clark, V. L. (2006). Understanding mixed methods research. Designing and 

conducting mixed methods research, 1(1) 

Estes, M. B. (2004). Choice for all? Charter schools and students with special needs. The Journal of 

Special Education, 37(4), 257-267. 

Finn, C. E., Manno, B. V., & Vanourek, G. (2000). Charter Schools in Action: Renewing Public 

Education. Princeton University Press. 

Gawlik, M. A. (2012). Moving beyond the rhetoric: Charter school reform and accountability. The 

Journal of Educational Research, 105(3), 210-219.  

 https://doi.org/ 10.1080/00220671.2011.559492 

Gill, M. (2019). Frequent Misconceptions About Charter Schools. UCF Forum, 354. 

Retrieved from https://stars.library.ucf.edu/ucf-forum/354 

Glaser, B. G. (1965). The Constant Comparative Method of Qualitative Analysis. Social Problems, 

12(4), 436–445. https://doi.org/10.2307/798843  

Greisbach, R. (2024). Still much to do” after Ivey Signs School choice bill into law, Alabama GOP 

says. https://www.al.com/news/2024/03/still-much-to-do-after-ivey-signs-school-choice-

bill-into-law-alabama-gop-says.html  

Hammel, A., & Fischer, K. (2014). “It’s Not Easy Being Green”: Charter Schools, the Arts, and 

Students with Diverse Needs. Arts Education Policy Review, 115(2), 44–51. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2014.883895 

https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737241258184
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/ucf-forum/354
https://doi.org/10.2307/798843
https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2014.883895


 

 89 

Hehir, T., et al. (2005). Effective inclusive schools: Designing successful schoolwide programs. 

Jossey-Bass. 

Heyward, G., Pillow, T., & Tuchman, S. (2020). What Does It Take to Educate Students with Mild 

to Moderate Disabilities in General Education Settings?: Lessons from Washington’s Public 

Charter Schools. Distributed by ERIC Clearinghouse. 

Kochhar-Bryant, C. A., & Heishman, A. (2010). Effective collaboration for educating the whole 

child. Theory Into Practice, 49(1), 24-31. 

Lake, R. J. (Ed.) (2010). Unique schools serving unique students: Charter Schools and children with 

disabilities. 

Maxwell, J. A. (2013). Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach. Sage Publications. 

Malhotra, K. P. (2024). Charter Schools and Special Education: Systemic Challenges and 

Opportunities for Innovation. Journal of School Choice, 1–21. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15582159.2024.2353423 

Marshall, D. T. (2017). Equity and access in charter schools: Identifying issues and solutions. 

Education Policy Analysis Archives, 25(83). https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.25.2745 

Marshall, D. T., & Neugebauer, N. M. (2022). Charter schools and crisis leadership during COVID-

19. In D. J. Fowler and M. B. Raehll (Eds.), On Leadership: An Interdisciplinary Approach. 

Information Age Publishing. 

McKinney, J. (2013). Special education and charter schools: The challenges of ensuring equal rights 

and opportunities for all. Journal of Law and Education, 42(2), 247-273. 

Miron, G., & Nelson, C. (2002). What’s public about charter schools? Lessons learned about choice 

and accountability. SAGE Publications. 

Miron, G., Urschel, J. L., Mathis, W. J., Tornquist, E. (2010). Schools without diversity: Education 

management organizations, charter schools, and the demographic stratification of the 

https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.25.2745


 

 90 

American school system. Education and the Public Interest Center & Education Policy 

Research Unit. 

National Alliance for Public Charter Schools. (2020). Alabama Charter Schools Overview. Retrieved 

from https://www.publiccharters.org/our-work/charter-law-database/states/alabama 

National Charter School Resource Center (2019). What is a Charter School?. U.S. Department of 

Education. https://charterschoolcenter.ed.gov/what-charter-school  

Nathan, J. (1996). Charter schools: Creating hope and opportunity for American education. Jossey-Bass. 

Renzulli, L. A., & Roscigno, V. J. (2005). Charter school policy, implementation, and diffusion 

across the United States. Sociology of Education, 78(4), 344-366. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/003804070507800404 

Rhim, L. M., & McLaughlin, M. J. (2007). Students with disabilities in charter schools: What we now 

know. Focus on Exceptional Children, 39(5), 1-12. 

White, J. (2022). How many charter schools and students are there? National Alliance for Public 

Charter Schools. Retrieved from https://data.publiccharters.org/digest/charter-school-data-

digest/how-many-charter-schools-and-students-are-there/ 

White, J., & Huang, L. (2021). A Census of All Specialized Charter School Foci and Models. Journal 

of School Choice, 16(1), 11–42. https://doi.org/10.1080/15582159.2021.1995692 

Winters, M. A. (2013). Measuring the effect of charter schools on public school student achievement 

in an urban environment: Evidence from New York City. Economics of Education Review, 

31(2), 293-301. 

Wong, L. N. (2022). Charter Schools and IDEA: A Systematic Case Review. Journal of School 

Choice, 16(1), 71–104. https://doi.org/10.1080/15582159.2021.1944838 

https://charterschoolcenter.ed.gov/what-charter-school
https://data.publiccharters.org/digest/charter-school-data-digest/how-many-charter-schools-and-students-are-there/
https://data.publiccharters.org/digest/charter-school-data-digest/how-many-charter-schools-and-students-are-there/
https://doi.org/10.1080/15582159.2021.1944838


 

 91 

Zimmer, R., Gill, B., Booker, K., Lavertu, S., Sass, T. R., & Witte, J. (2009). Charter schools in eight 

states: Effects on achievement, attainment, integration, and competition. RAND 

Corporation. 

 

 

 

  



 

 92 

Appendix A 

 

 

Semi-Structured Focus Group Protocol 

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. Before we begin, are there any questions 

regarding the study? [Introductions to follow] 

1. Why did you select your current school? 

2. Why did you leave your previous school? 

3. How satisfied are you with your child’s schooling*? 

a. What would you change if you could? 

4. What is the biggest challenge you face with your child’s schooling? 

5. What is the biggest strength of your child’s schooling? 

6. Do you feel that your child’s school fosters a sense of inclusion for students with disabilities?  

7. What was your perception of charter schools before you enrolled your child at one? 

8. Is there something you’d like to share, that I have not asked you? 

*Here, parents of students with disabilities were asked about their satisfaction with the 

special education services their child was receiving. Parents of SWD were also asked “What 

was your experience with the diagnostic/classification process? What would you change or 

improve, if you could?” 
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Appendix B 

 

 

Example Codes 

Code Example 

Inclusion “I'm definitely aware of inclusion programs and 
inclusivity as far as pull out and push in support 
for students. And then also just making sure 
that students are receiving that time in the 
general classroom, but then also specific time 
outside of the classroom to support their very 
specific needs. So they attend the general 
classroom so they can receive the same 
education in all their subject areas, but then 
they also participate in the extra well 
enrichment and wellness activities.” 

Diversity “I have definitely appreciated having a lot more 
diversity in the school, the private school to not 
have any diversity. Might be because they did 
not want any diversity, I don't know. But I 
think it has been good for my daughter to have 
friends that are all different backgrounds and 
that type of thing.” 

Satisfaction_SPED “I asked about a gifted plan, but I guess my 
daughter's in ninth grade this year and it didn't 
sound like there's no real formal gifted plan, 
but they have been responsive when I said she's 
bored in some of these classes and that seems 
like they responded pretty adequately to work 
with me to give her a little more enrichment, a 
little more work, but I know she doesn't have a 
formal anything.” 

Challenges “For me it's mostly been transparency when 
things to not go as planned or things seem to 
change last minute or all of a sudden there's no 
clear communication and I guess their idea is 
we're going to hurry up and try to fix it, but I 
have expressed to them and hope that they 
understand that we all understand that this is 
new for everyone and that there will be hiccups, 
but transparency is extremely important, 
especially when our children are involved.” 
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Conclusion 

 

 

 Overall, parents of students with and without disabilities in Alabama charter schools made 

enrollment decisions similarly, valuing some of the same factors like class sizes and instructional 

quality, consistent with the literature (Fiore et al., 2000). Parents (n=460) completing the survey 

indicated that they left their previous school due to dissatisfaction with teacher quality, school safety, 

and curriculum. Conversely, parents highlighted teacher quality, school safety, and school leadership 

as the most important reasons for enrolling at their current school. Both groups of parents 

expressed high satisfaction with their charter schools, specifically with special education services, 

teacher expectations for student success, opportunities to connect with peers, and academic quality. 

Moreover, nearly 90% of parents indicated that they would re-enroll their children at the school if 

they had to do it again and only 8 out of 403 parents assigned their child’s school a letter grade of C 

or lower. Parents generally responded similarly across all Likert scales, with the only significant 

differences in their ratings being special education services for parents of students with disabilities 

and concerns about extracurricular activities and tuition for parents of typical developing students. 

 Tuition expenses were frequently cited as one of the important reasons for leaving their 

previous school and enrolling at a charter school. Extant literature discusses how charter schools can 

offer an alternative for students who cannot afford private schooling or are underserved by their 

local traditional public schools (Marshall, 2017). Research indicates that charter schools often 

provide higher educational quality and more specialized programs than traditional public schools, 

particularly in under-resourced areas (CREDO, 2013).  

 Parents’ narratives during the focus groups (n=36) reiterated that they were highly satisfied 

with their child’s charter school, praising the schools’ special education services and a strong sense 
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of community. The schools’ curricular foci, particularly career preparatory and dual enrollment 

programs, and personalized learning were also highly valued. Parents’ narratives highlighted that 

Alabama charter schools aim to meet both instructional and social-emotional needs of students and 

provide wrap-around services like food, clothing, technology, and health clinics.  

However, transportation issues10 pose a major barrier for parents, with many charter schools 

unable to provide bus services due to funding and logistical constraints. Parents also noted the lack 

of advanced academic offerings like AP and Honors courses and the inability to fully implement 

Gifted Plans. Several parents attributed this lack of course offerings as well as other to resource 

limitations. High teacher turnover was another significant concern, leading many parents to express 

worry about its impact on the availability and quality of general and special education at some of the 

schools. It is worth noting here that teacher turnover is at an all-time high and poses a significant 

challenge for schools across all sectors (i.e., private, charter, traditional public) and states or locales 

(Camp et al., 2024). 

Parents were also asked about their perceptions of inclusivity and responsiveness at their 

schools in both focus groups and the survey. Parents across both survey and focus groups stressed 

that school leaders and teachers were always available for questions and communicated transparently 

and consistently. Many parents expressed that they completely trusted their child’s school leaders 

and teachers, and always felt up to date. Generally, parents praised their school’s responsiveness and 

how they prioritized transparent communication, whether it be through an app like Dojo, weekly 

newsletters, or semi-annual surveys that solicit parental feedback. At the same time, a select few 

parents felt that their child’s school often did not implement the feedback they solicited.  

 
10 It is important to note that charter schools are not legally required to provide transportation for their families and 

are often unable to due to the wide sprawl of students’ origins due to their lottery system. 



 

 96 

Parents also emphasized that they perceived their child’s school to be inclusive of all 

students, including but not limited to students with disabilities, English language learners, and 

students from low socio-economic backgrounds. This finding is consistent with the literature 

highlighting the diverse body of students that charter schools serve (Potter et al., 2016), while also 

contradicting some of the work that suggests that charter schools might counsel out or purposely 

exclude students with disabilities (Rhim & Hall, 2021). It is worth reiterating that the findings 

surrounding inclusivity are based solely on parents’ perceptions rather than empirical data. Lastly, 

parents shared that they felt well-informed prior to making the decision where to enroll their 

child(ren) and that they were confident in their choice.  

Rational Choice Theory 

 Despite parents' confidence in their enrollment decisions and their belief that they had 

sufficient information prior to making their choice, the findings suggested that misconceptions 

about charter schools were prevalent among parents, even after their children were enrolled in a 

charter school. This contradicts with rational choice theory (Boyd, 1994; Coleman, 1990), which 

posits that individuals make decisions based on a rational evaluation of available information to 

maximize their utility, like a cost-benefit analysis. Rational choice theory originates from the field of 

economics but has since been used to understand various behaviors in education. In educational 

research, rational choice theory has been utilized to shed light on the cost-benefit analysis of 

attending college (Daniel & Watermann, 2018), choosing a certain curricular focus (Gabay-Egozi et 

al., 2010), or selecting schools for their children (Schneider, Teske, & Marshall, 2000). Within this 

theoretical framework, parents act as rational agents and advocates for their children, systematically 

weighing educational options with the information they can access to identify the school that is able 

to best meet their child’s needs. 
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However, the presence of significant misconceptions, such as charter schools not serving 

students with disabilities or diverting funds from traditional public schools, suggests that the 

information parents used or had access to may have been incomplete or inaccurate, leading to 

suboptimal decision-making. This discrepancy highlights a critical flaw in the rational choice 

framework: the assumption that all individuals have access to and can accurately process all relevant 

information. In reality, parents' decisions to enroll in Alabama charter schools were influenced by 

misinformation and false perceptions, indicating that even rational agents, such as parents, can make 

choices based on flawed or limited data. While this discrepancy might be partially attributed to the 

only recent expansion of charter schools in the state, it underscores the importance of fostering 

educational transparency and information literacy to ensure parents can truly make informed and 

optimal school choices for their children.   

 Despite some not having access to comprehensive or accurate information, parents still 

elected to enroll their child(ren) in charter schools as the best available option, highlighting that for 

most politics surrounding Alabama charter schools did not affect their decision making.  

Implications 

The findings from the overarching study on parental satisfaction and enrollment decision 

making in Alabama charter schools carry several significant implications. First, the high level of 

parental satisfaction and the emphasis on teacher quality, school safety, and leadership indicate that 

Alabama charter schools are effectively meeting key educational needs that might be inadequately 

addressed by traditional public schools. This suggests that expanding educational options like charter 

schools across the state could improve educational outcomes, particularly in underserved 

communities. Real-world applications of these findings include policy recommendations to support 

charter school growth, investment in teacher development programs, and enhancement of safety 

measures. Additionally, the provision of wrap-around services like food, clothing, and health clinics, 
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which were highly valued by parents, should be integrated into more educational settings to address 

holistic student needs. 

From these findings, we learn that parents are willing to move their children to schools that 

offer better educational environments, even in the face of challenges like transportation and 

resource limitations. This underscores the importance of addressing logistical barriers to ensure 

equitable access to quality education for all students, including those with disabilities. Furthermore, 

the data revealing common misconceptions about charter schools highlight the need for better 

informational resources to aid parents in making well-informed decisions, aligning with rational 

choice theory's premise that decisions are based on evaluating available information and choosing 

the best option. Ensuring that parents have accurate and comprehensive data about school options 

can lead to more optimal decision-making and better educational outcomes for students. 

Limitations and Future Research 

 Alabama charter schools seem to be meeting both general and special education needs 

among their constituents, particularly in terms of community building, curricular focus, and a 

personalized approach to learning. However, there are a few limitations worth noting. First, the 

experiences of parents who chose not to complete the survey may differ from those who elected to 

participate. Similarly, the experiences of parents who chose not to participate in the focus groups 

may differ from those who elected to participate. 

 Understanding the experiences of students with disabilities and their parents in Alabama 

charter schools can inform policy to improve and expand educational options in Alabama and 

elsewhere. For example, the emphasis on teacher quality, school leadership, and safety underscores 

the need for continuous investment in these areas. Moreover, addressing the challenges parents face 

like transportation, a lack of academic offerings, and increased teacher turnover can improve the 

overall charter school experience, as well as inform educational improvement in other sectors. 
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Seeing that parents of students with disabilities rated their child’s teachers and the school’s attitudes 

towards disability as important reasons for enrolling their child, it is important to solicit the 

perspectives of teachers who teach inclusively at charter schools.  

 Future research should explore the experiences and enrollment patterns of students with 

disabilities in charter schools across the U.S. and examine how new legislation, like Educational 

Savings Accounts, impacts enrollment patterns of students with and without disabilities.  

Additionally, future research should conduct comparative analyses between charter schools and 

traditional public schools to identify specific practices or policies that lead to better educational 

outcomes, especially for students with disabilities. This can highlight which elements of charter 

schools help successfully facilitate inclusion and could be effectively integrated into the traditional 

public school system. It is also important to gain a deeper understanding of the type of information 

that parents have access to when choosing where to enroll their child(ren). By addressing these 

areas, future research can provide a deeper understanding of the strengths and challenges of charter 

schools, guiding policymakers, educators, and stakeholders in making informed decisions to enhance 

the quality and accessibility of education for all students.  
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