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ABSTRACT 

Many small rural schools are facing a crisis of declining student populations and in the era of 

school choice, school districts are looking at innovative ways to attract and retain students. 

Research is limited on the qualitative experiences of people in communities who are focused on 

increasing inter-district open enrollment in K-12 schools as a means of combating declining 

enrollment in rural schools. The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the factors 

that may impact parents’ decisions to open enroll their children in a school district that is not the 

school district in which they live. This case study examined the experiences of parents as well as 

school district and community leaders as they explored reasons people are choosing to open 

enrolling into their district. The case study approach was used to gain an holistic understanding 

of the phenomenon of open enrollment and the experiences of parents, school and community 

leaders in a the study district who have experience with open enrollment. This study was built 

upon Strange and Banning’s (2015) comprehensive environmental model on educational 

environments. Twelve participants who were associated with the Baxter Community School 

District and have experience with open enrollment were interviewed. Through analysis eleven 

themes emerged; having one building to house all students preschool through twelfth grade is 

positive, the location of the school and community are convenient, the safety of the students is 

important, differentiation for the needs of students is a common practice, building relationships 

and creating a sense of belonging are important, small school brings multiple opportunities to 

participate, ensuring easy access to district leadership is important, organizational structure 

provides for focusing on student development, the school is the heart of the community, as 

demographics change the community is working on welcoming all, and recruiting and marketing 

of the school and community attracts open enrollment families. Implications suggest a need for 
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collaboration between school and community leaders to ensure this partnership remains strong. 

Information gained from this study will be valuable to district leaders because district with large 

numbers of students open enrolled out could use the information to address some of the areas of 

concern in their own schools. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 
INTRODUCTION 

Declining enrollment in rural America schools is a troubling issue. Much of the decline in 

enrollment can be attributed to struggling economics in rural communities where farming was a 

major way of life, but that is no longer the case. American farms have grown larger and more 

efficient, requiring fewer employees to do the work that used to take several employees (Bard, 

Gardener & Wieland, 2006). In the 1980’s, the farm crisis caused numerous people to leave the 

farms and move to urban and suburban areas (Bard et al., 2006). Children who grew up farming 

in small towns left to find other employment and never returned (Horst & Martin, 2007). This 

trend led to several schools with fewer students and less financial stability therefore in order to 

save teaching jobs and maintain quality curriculum, small districts started looking to neighboring 

districts to consolidate as a means of avoiding financial crisis (Gronberg, Karakaplan & Taylor, 

2015; Howley, Howley, Rhodes, & Yahn, 2014; Howley, Johnson, & Petrie, 2011; Rauch, 

2015).  

The number of school districts in America is declining while the number of students in 

American schools is on the rise. According to the National Center for Educational Statistics 

(2014), the trend to consolidate small schools has led to a decline in the total number of public 

districts in the United States (see Table 1.1). In approximately the same time frame the number 

of American students enrolled in public education rose from nearly 25 million to almost 55 

million (Center for Education Reform, 2012). Because 30% of all American schools are 

considered rural and 20% of all students attend rural schools, this trend toward declining 

enrollment impacts a large number of students (Irvin, Hannum, de la Varre, Farmer, & Keane, 

2012). 
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Table 1.1 

Public School Districts in the United States from 1939-2010  

Year Number of Public School Districts 

1939-1940 117,108 

1959-1960 40,520 

1979-1980 15,944 

1999-2000 14,928 

2009-2010 13,625 

(Source: US Department of Education, 2014)  

 

Statement of the Problem 

When rural school districts consider the trends in declining enrollment, they often look at 

district reorganization (Duncombe & Yinger 2005; Howley et al., 2011; Nitta, Holley & Wrobel, 

2010; Surface, 2011). Reorganization has several synonyms, such as consolidation and 

unification, but essentially it is referring to the merging of two or more attendance areas to form 

a larger school (Bard et al., 2006). The most common term used in the literature and by the 

public is consolidation and that is the term used in this study.  

State governments have been very involved in the process of school consolidation 

because of the complex system of state funding that is provided to schools (Howley et al., 2011). 

In the state of Nebraska, the legislature mandated the consolidation of districts with only 

elementary schools and districts with only high schools, requiring all Nebraska districts to be K-

12th grade by 2006, forcing the smaller districts to merge with neighboring districts (Blauwkamp, 

Longo & Anderson, 2011). This law was challenged in court, but ultimately the Nebraska 
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Supreme Court ruled in favor of the legislative branch, trying to avoid getting involved in the 

political controversy (Blauwkamp et al., 2011).  

Often times, laws that force district consolidation because of student enrollment numbers 

are not well received by the communities affected, but state and local governments are faced 

with increasing budget pressures (Seal, Harmon, Hobart 1995; Surface, 2011; Howley et al., 

2011). School district consolidation to eliminate inefficiencies could be a cost savings to the state 

through the economy of scale concept (Dobson III & Garrett, 2004). Economies of scale are the 

cost advantages that arise with increased output of a product. Economies of scale arise because 

of the relationship between the quantity produced and cost per unit. For example, the cost per 

shirt is lower when a company orders 10,000 shirts rather than 10 shirts because the costs are 

spread out over a larger number of goods (Gronberg et al., 2015).  

Economies of scale can be beneficial at the state level therefore pressure is often applied 

to districts with declining enrollment to find ways to become larger and more financially 

efficient (Leach, Payne, & Chan 2010). The school funding formulas often encourage districts to 

look at consolidation as a financial benefit (Leach et al., 2010). Several states fund schools on a 

per pupil basis, some offer incentives to help defer transportation costs, others offer extra 

funding to build new schools in the consolidated districts, and some even offer extra funding for 

sharing of leadership expenses (Blauwkamp et al., 2011; Cooley & Floyd, 2013; Duncombe & 

Yinger, 2005). 

Two main reasons most often given for districts to consider consolidation are: 1) gaining 

economic stability, and 2) increasing academic opportunities  (Duncombe & Yinger, 2007; 

Howley et al., 2011; Nitta et al., 2010; Surface, 2011). The school’s mission and a goal of many 

parents, educators, and community members are to educate students and increase student 
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learning and achievement. The economic factors that stem from state funding formulas drive 

district budgets. These two factors are often touted as benefits for school districts given in 

support of district consolidation (Duncombe & Yinger, 2007; Howley et al., 2011; Nitta et al., 

2010; Surface, 2011). 

Gaining economic stability is one reason districts often consider consolidation 

(Duncombe & Yinger, 2007; Howley et al., 2011; Nitta et al., 2010; Surface, 2011). The 

economic factors involved in consolidation are often referred to as the economy of scale and are 

thought to save money by increasing efficiency (Duncombe & Yinger, 2010). Indivisibilities, 

which refer to things that do not diminish because someone is providing them to a larger number 

of students, are an example of cost saving because of scale (Duncombe & Yinger, 2010). For 

example, a district must employ a superintendent regardless of whether the district has 100 or 

1,000 students (Iowa Administrative Code, 2016). Teachers can provide instruction if they have 

five students or 15 in their classrooms. Another area to save costs is a heating and electricity bill. 

It costs the same to turn on the lights in the classroom for five students or 50. Larger districts can 

get volume ordering discounts because of the larger quantities of supplies they need compared to 

smaller districts (Cooley & Floyd, 2013; Duncombe & Yinger, 2005).  

Increasing academic opportunities is a second reason school districts choose to 

consolidate with another district (Duncombe & Yinger, 2007; Howley et al., 2011; Nitta et al., 

2010; Surface, 2011). Teachers in larger districts are able to draw on the experience of 

colleagues to form collaborative learning teams (Cooley & Floyd, 2013; Nitta et al., 2010). 

Larger districts are able to hire specialists in areas to meet student needs. For example, hiring 

science teachers that have special certifications, or hiring vocational teachers to offer students 

more opportunities to learn skills such as welding. A larger district would have more teachers at 
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the high school level and would be able to offer more classes. For example, in two small 

neighboring school districts the science teachers might have physics classes with six students 

each. If those two districts were combined, one teacher could teach one section of 12 students 

freeing up the other teacher to offer a different science class.  

While there is extensive research to support the consolidation of school districts, there is 

also much research pointing to the drawbacks of consolidation, specifically as it relates to 

student achievement (Andrews, Duncombe, & Yinger, 2002; Howley et al., 2011). Duncombe 

and Yinger (2005) listed four factors that contributed to the diseconomy of scale, meaning at a 

certain point the gains achieved by consolidation are lost due to other factors related to increased 

size. These factors included: 

• Higher transportation costs due to increase bussing distances,  

• Labor relations effects including stronger unions,  

• Lower staff motivation and effort because smaller organizations tend to have 

fewer layers of middle management between teacher or principal and 

superintendent,  

• Lower student motivation and effort because in larger districts students are less 

likely to participate in extra-curricular activities.  

Another factor Duncombe and Yinger (2005) mentioned is staff tend to not know 

students by name or notice students at risk of dropping out, which is common in small schools. 

Also, students of poverty tend to achieve less in larger districts (Horst & Martin, 2007; Nagle, 

Hernandez, Embler, McLaughlin & Doh, 2006). Larger districts tend to have lower parental 

involvement due to increased travel time and parents find it less rewarding to get involved in 

larger schools (Cotton, 1996).  
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There are alternative options district leaders with declining enrollment consider in place 

of consolidation, which can reap some of the benefits of sharing without the negative aspects. 

One of the alternatives is sharing services between districts, also known as operational sharing 

(Beem, 2006; Rauch, 2015). Sharing services can take various forms, such as sharing the 

following: administration and business office staff between two districts, transportation 

technology and food service directors, athletic and other extra-curricular programs, professional 

development opportunities (Beem, 2006; Grimes, Kurns, & Tilly, 2006; Rauch, 2015), and 

paring with local colleges and non-profit organizations to offer specialized course work.  

Some districts facing declining enrollment and decreasing funding are looking for options 

to save money yet still meet their needs look to operational sharing. Often these arrangements 

work well for districts and they lead to long successful relationships between the two districts 

while in others the situation ends in the dissolution of the agreement for a variety of different 

reasons (Horn, 2011). When sharing agreements end, districts are left looking for other options 

to meet their needs. An important consideration small schools must address is providing high 

quality academics and leadership to their students while managing limited budgets.  

A second option that is less often cited as a way to combat declining enrollment is to 

increase the number of students open enrolling into the district. In Iowa, open enrollment is the 

process by which parents/guardians residing in an Iowa district may enroll their children into 

another Iowa school district under the terms and conditions of Iowa Code section 

282.18 and 281--Iowa Administrative Code 17 (Iowa Department of Education, 2017). This 

process has been critical to the enrollment numbers of Baxter Community School district. In the 

2015-16 school year, this district had nearly 22% (n = 93) of its student body open enrolling into 

the district from somewhere outside the district boundaries. These 93 students live in another 
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school district; yet for some reason have chosen to attend school in Baxter. With each open 

enrolled student, the funding attached to the child follows them to the district they attend. In 

2016, the amount generated by each regular education student was $6,446 (Iowa Department of 

Education, 2015). The more students a district can enroll, the more funds are available to cover 

expenses; therefore, increasing open enrollment is another strategy to combat declining 

enrollment in the school district.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the factors that may impact 

parents’ decisions to open enroll their children in a school district that is not the school district in 

which they live.  

Research Questions 
 

 The following overarching research questions guided this qualitative case study: 

1. What factors do parents find the most important when choosing to open enroll their 

student into a school district?  

2. What factors do stakeholders other than parents perceive as reasons families open enroll 

in school districts outside of the child’s home district? 

Significance of the Study 

 This study was conducted to add to the literature on declining and open enrollment. 

Several rural schools are facing declining enrollment and budget shortfalls thus, need to find 

ways to address these issues in their school districts. The information gained from this study will 

help in recruiting students to a district and to inform district leadership as to why students are 

choosing a school district. There is limited data about what different groups consider to be 

highest priorities when choosing a district to open enroll into and this study will give voice to 
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some of the under represented groups. Operational sharing and increasing open enrollment are 

two alternatives to school district consolidation that should be considered by districts. The 

district in this study has one of the highest percentages of open enrolled students in the state 

therefore districts could consider what Baxter is doing to attract students and replicate those 

things in their districts as a potential means to combat the difficulties caused by declining 

enrollment (Iowa Department of Education, 2017). This information would be very valuable to 

district leaders because district with large open enrollment out could use the information to 

address some of the need areas in their own schools.  

Conceptual Framework 

The reasons people choose to stay in a district or enroll in another district are varied. This 

research study explored reasons why parents open enroll in a district as well as the perceptions of 

various stakeholders as to why students open enroll. Strange and Banning’s (2015) 

Environmental model was used to frame this study. According to Strange and Banning (2015) 

key components of all human environments include:  

• Physical conditions, design and layout  

• Collective characteristics of the people who inhabit the environment 

• Organizational structures related to their purpose and goals 

• Collective perceptions or social constructions of the context and culture of the setting 

The model addresses how these four components of human environment explain the three 

purposes of the learning environment and promote student success. Educational environments 

are most effective when they provide students and families with a sense of inclusion and safety, 

opportunities to become involved or engaged, and the experience of being part of a community 

(Strange & Banning, 2015). Recognizing and understanding these conditions is important in 



9	
		

	 	

shaping student-learning experiences at an institution (Strange & Banning, 2015). Strange and 

Banning (2015) describe four components of the human environment specifically, the physical 

component, the aggregate component, the organizational component, and the constructed 

component. The following four sections describe each of the four environments and how each 

environment is framed and addressed in this study.  

The Physical Environment  

The physical environment is classified by place meaning the buildings, sidewalks, 

parking lots, natural and designed landscapes and the human made objects and artifacts of 

material culture that adorn the learning environment (in this case the K-12 school district) and 

interact with the people using school district physical structures (Strange & Banning, 2015). The 

physical component includes descriptions and questions about the basic layout of the K-12 

school district including the school and the athletic complexes associated with the school. The 

physical component includes features such as the physical layout of the classrooms and the 

cafeteria. It also addresses the accessibility of and labels on the restrooms, and other buildings. 

This study explored how the physical environment of the Baxter School District Buildings 

influences students, parents, administrator and community member attraction and satisfaction 

with the district.  

The Aggregate Environment 

 The second component is the aggregate component. This component of the environment 

addresses the role human characteristics play in forming the environment. Environments are 

transmitted through people in the environment and the dominant features of any given 

environment are collections of the characteristics of the individual who inhabit the environment 

(Strange & Banning, 2015). A sense of belonging at a school and building strong relationships 
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are critical for student to be successful at in institution (Chambliss & Takacs, 2014). The 

characteristics of the people who make up the environment can be examined from several 

perspectives and categorized into several groups. Carr and Kefalas (2009) observed rural high 

school students were informally sorted by community members and, by educators, into several 

distinct groups. These groups were labeled as achievers or academically successful students from 

professional-class backgrounds who are college bound and rarely return; stayers who are low-

achieving students from working-class backgrounds who remain in the community; and seekers 

who lack the academic and financial resources of the achievers, but who are determined to leave 

home.  

By exploring the background of the parents who chose this district, the social 

relationships among the adults who live in the district and the adults who chose to enroll in the 

district were discovered. This study explored the human relationships found in the Baxter school 

district and the extent to which these relationships impacted the aggregate environment in the 

school district.  

The Organization Environment 

The third factor is the organizational environment and refers to the structure by which an 

organization operates, achieves goals, and distributes resources. Organizations can be highly 

complex with multiple layers of bureaucracy or relatively flat with minimal hierarchal layers, but 

ultimately organizations are judged by how effectively they meet their end goals (Strange & 

Banning, 2015). This study investigated the influence of the organizational structure on the 

environment at Baxter Community School District and how effectively it is meeting the end 

goals.  
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Strange and Banning (2015) stated that colleges and universities are organized by 

departments, with staff reporting to administrators about duties and the allocation of resources. 

Together, administration and staff plan and implement policies, programs and procedures 

designed to meet student needs. This distribution of labor and power is also present in K-12 

school districts in different forms. Bolman and Deal (2011) offer four frames for interrupting the 

organizational distribution of power of an institution. These frames help make meaning of what 

is going on in the school setting. The four frames include the structural frame that is associated 

with bureaucracy, the human resources frame that stresses the importance of relationships and 

emphasizes people and organizations need each other, the political frame which views 

organizations as arenas with ongoing contests of individual and group interests and the final 

frame is the symbolic frame which stresses the importance of images and symbols assigning 

meaning to situations. Regardless of which frame is used in an organization, decisions about the 

future of the organization and how resources should be distributed must be made. Structures 

within an organizational environment influence the behavior of the participants within it.  

Strange and Banning (2015) describe seven structural features that lead to characteristic 

environments from fixed to fluid. The first of the seven components is complexity referring to 

the specialization and subunits within the system and the amount of expertise needed in the 

environment. The next component is centralization, which refers to the way power is distributed 

in a setting. Organizations with few people making the decisions are highly centralized whereas 

organizations where the power is shared are decentralized. In a school setting, a highly 

centralized classroom is one where the teacher makes all the decisions without any input from 

students contrasted with a decentralized classroom where the students and teacher collaborate to 

create the syllabus around student interest and learning styles. Formalization is the next 
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component focusing on the importance of rules and regulations governing the organization 

including the number of rules, the specificity of rules, and the extent to which the rules are 

enforced. Examples of evidence of formalization can be reflected in the titles used between staff 

and students, the rigidity or flexibility of rule enforcement and the complexity of the student 

ethics codes. Stratification refers to the status and reward levels within the system, highly 

stratified systems have several levels of status differentiated by several levels of reward and 

access to leadership (Strange & Banning, 2015). Production is another structural component that 

is assessed by what an organization does or produces. In times of diminished resources low 

producing units may find a need to justify their continued existence (Strange & Banning, 2015). 

Routinization is defined as the degree to which role performance in a social system is repetitive 

and when combined with an emphasis on productivity can become a tool for maximizing 

organizational efficiency (Price, 1972). Efficiency is another factor that asks, “Are we getting 

our money’s worth and can we do more with less?” These questions reflect the emphasis on cost 

reduction of an organization’s products or services. The final factor is morale or the satisfaction 

of the members and participants in an organized system (Strange & Banning, 2015). According 

to Strange and Banning (2015) higher morale is a usually associated with lower turnover and 

higher attendance, while lower morale is usually associated with higher turnover and lower 

attendance. In this study, the organizational component of the Baxter Community School District 

was examined by exploring the participant’s thoughts and reflections on the organizational 

system under which their school district operates. 

The Constructed Environment 

 The final environment in Strange and Banning’s model (2015) is the socially constructed 

environment explained by the notion that environments exert ether influence on students’ 
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expectations, attitudes, and behaviors through the mediated and subjective perceptions or 

collective social constrictions of those who participate in them (p. 115). The constructed 

component refers to the collective perceptions, general impressions, and intuited understandings 

communicated though stories, conversations, artifacts, symbols, and rituals observed in the 

environment. Environmental press is the characteristic demands or features of the environment 

as perceived by those who live in the particular environment (Strange & Banning, 2015). For 

example, if a larger number of students report spending time studying and volunteering, press 

toward service and academic achievement is present in this environment. The social climate is 

comprised of three social-environmental domains including; the relationship dimension or the 

extent to which people are involved in the setting; personal growth and development dimensions; 

or the basic goals of the setting and system maintenance and change dimensions; the extent to 

which the environment is orderly and responsive to change. These three aspects of social climate 

guide the understanding and assessment of key aspects of social climate. The K-12 school 

district culture is collection of traditions, stories, ceremonies, assumptions, beliefs and values of 

the students, parents, staff and community that share the environment, in the case of this study 

the Baxter Community School District. In this study, this component was explored by asking 

participants to explain their perception of the environment, through their relationships, personal 

growth, and understanding of the environment.  

Researcher Positionality Statement 

 Positionality allows researchers to state the lens through which they interpret the data 

they have collected. Declining enrollment in rural schools and open enrollment has impacted the 

researcher personally on several occasions. As a former administrator in a small rural school 

district with declining enrollment and a great number of students choosing to open enrollment 
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out of the district, I have seen the negative impact losing enrollment can have on a district. As 

students left the district, so did the funding that was needed to keep the school operating as it had 

before enrollment became an issue. Because of the loss of students, teaching and administrative 

positions were eliminated and the remaining employees were asked to increase their workload 

and were offered fewer resources with which to accomplish the task. This lead to staff turnover 

and many veteran teachers and administrators were replaced with less experienced teachers due 

to financial constraints. Schools were closed and students were bussed to other schools in 

neighboring towns in order to cut costs and potentially save the district from consolidation or 

from dissolution.  

I also know there is another side to the open enrollment debate and the communities that 

are attracting students are positively impacted by receiving the students and the funding attached 

to them. I am also a parent in a community that has a large percentage of students open enrolling 

into the district so I have seen personally how it affects my own children, their school, and our 

community. My children attend a small rural school and they have reaped the benefits of a 

school and community who are very supportive of increasing open enrollment as a means of 

avoiding consolidation with another school. The community has experienced turmoil in the last 

three years due to a conversation with a neighboring district about the possibility of whole grade 

sharing in the future. Currently, the two districts share athletics, but nothing more. The two rural 

school districts began an athletic sharing agreement in the fall of 1988 due to declining 

enrollment in both school districts. Because of declining enrollment in these two rural districts, 

both schools struggled for several years to field competitive sports teams at the high school level.  
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 Although I was a parent and a supporter of increasing open enrollment in my local school 

district as a means of increasing enrollment, I am open to literature that suggests alternative 

solutions to address the problem. I had yet to find strong evidence that increasing open 

enrollment, as a means of addressing declining enrollment in rural schools is not a viable and 

beneficial alternative to consolidation. Despite this potentially biased view of open enrollment, 

my goal was to set aside my own experiences as an administrator, parent, and community 

member throughout the research process by “bracketing” my personal biases. Bracketing 

typically refers to an investigator’s identification of vested interests, personal experience, 

cultural factors, assumptions, and hunches that could influence how he or she views the study’s 

data. For the sake of viewing data freshly, these involvements are placed in ‘‘brackets’’ and 

‘‘shelved’’ for the time being as much as is possible (Fischer, 2009). Researchers effectively 

bracket their experiences when they approach a phenomenon as if they do not know what it 

means and study it to find out what is actually taken for granted (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). By 

asking open-ended questions, I allowed participants to share their experiences, perceptions, and 

opinions of open enrollment, and I set aside my own experiences while analyzing and discussing 

participants’ responses. This process allowed me to better understand participants experience 

open enrollment.  

Definitions  

Baxter Area Youth (BAY)- A Christian youth group, not affiliated with any specific religious 

denomination that is made up of Baxter middle school and high school students.  

Baxter Summit- Group composed of community members, community leaders, school leaders 

and business leaders all working together in an effort to form long range plans for economic 

development and community and school growth in the Baxter area (Martin, 2016).  
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Collins-Maxwell-Baxter (CMB) Booster Club- A group of parents and athletic team supporter 

who work to support the athletic teams composed of students from both Collins-Maxwell High 

School and Baxter High School who compete as the CMB Raiders (Lain, 2016) 

Future Farmers of America Club (FFA)- A career and technical student organization, based 

on middle and high school classes that promote and support agricultural education (About FFA, 

n.d.).  

Open enrollment- Open enrollment is the process by which parents/guardians residing in an 

Iowa district may enroll their children into another Iowa school district (Iowa Department of 

Education Open Enrollment Handbook, 2016) 

Parent Teacher Organization (PTO)- Group of parents and teachers that work together for the 

benefit of a school and the children being educated there (National PTO, n.d.). 

Reorganization (Consolidation)-Reorganization has several synonyms such as consolidation 

and unification, but it is referring to the merging of two or more attendance areas to form a larger 

school (Bard et al., 2006).  

Sharing services- Sharing services can take various forms including sharing administration 

(Beem, 2006) and business office staff between two districts, sharing transportation technology 

and food service directors, sharing athletic and other extra-curricular programs, sharing 

professional development opportunities (Grimes et al., 2006), paring with local colleges and non-

profit organizations to offer specialized course work, and various other opportunities.  

Whole grade sharing- Whole grade sharing is a procedure used by school districts whereby all 

or a substantial portion of the pupils in any grade in two or more school districts share an 

educational program for all or a substantial portion of a school day. Whole grade sharing may 
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either be one-way or two-way sharing (Iowa Department of Education Whole Grade Sharing 

Handbook, 2015). 

Summary 

Declining enrollment in rural school districts has led to changes in the way schools 

function to meet the needs of students. Much of the decline in enrollment can be attributed to 

struggling economics in rural communities where traditionally farming was a major way of life. 

School districts have investigated different ways to address the issue of declining enrollment. 

Some of these options include consolidation of school districts, operational sharing, and 

increasing open enrollment. This study addresses a gap in the literature examining parent, school 

leadership, and community leadership perspectives on open enrollment into a small rural school 

district. This particular central Iowa district has experienced a significant number of students 

open enrolling into the district that has positively impacted the net enrollment in the school 

district located in a small rural community. Using Strange and Banning (2015) Environments as 

a conceptual framework, this case study explored reasons why parents, district leadership and 

community leadership believe their district has a higher than average level of open enrollment 

into their community school. 

Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature that explores the prior research on the topic 

of this study, while chapter 3 describes the proposed methodology for this study. Chapter 4 

describes the participants in the study. Chapter 5 presents the findings of the study and chapter 6 

provides a summary of the research study, summary answers to the research questions, 

discussion with prior literature, implications for practice, suggestions for areas of future study, 

and a reflection on the study as a whole. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

This chapter provides a literature review of topics and studies surrounding the issue of 

learning environment and the experiences of inter-district open enrollment. It begins with a 

historical overview of open enrollment and elaborates on the impact of the environment on 

student learning through the conceptual framework of Strange and Banning’s (2015) model. 

Literature on the history of reorganization in schools, open enrollment and factors influencing 

inter-district enrollment are explored to provide a foundation for understanding the type of 

environment students experience within the school system. The final component to this review of 

the literature examines factors leading to declining enrollment and some of the ways 

communities choose to address it.  

There is a lack of research about declining enrollment, the benefits and drawbacks of 

school district reorganization and alternative ways some communities choose to address the 

issue, such as focusing on increasing open enrollment into the school district as an alternative to 

traditional consolidation; therefore, this is a topic worth researching. Deficiencies in the literature 

exist about factors influencing open enrollment into a school district therefore; this study will 

focus on addressing why people choose to open enroll into a particular school district. This 

literature review seeks to “build bridges” between related literature topics, and integrate prior 

knowledge into this body of work (Creswell, 2013 p. 28).  

History of Reorganization in Rural Schools 

 Beginning in the 1800’s, school consolidation was thought to be a way to provide 

students a more rounded and rigorous educational experience by eliminating small schools in 

favor of larger schools with seemingly more opportunities for students (Bard et.al, 2006). As 
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early as 1869, the state of Massachusetts passed legislation providing free public transportation 

for students, therefore providing a way for the consolidation of public schools. The invention of 

the automobile and the paving of highways made it easier to transport students from one 

community to another, thus lessen the need for a school in every community (Bard et.al, 2006).  

Rural community populations also changed in the last two hundred years (Bard et.al, 

2006). In the 1800’s, most rural communities were based around agricultural. Farming was a 

way of life in rural societies and farming took much manpower and therefore the rural 

communities were filled with farmers and their families who needed a place for their children to 

attend school. As farming evolved and became more efficient, the number of people it took to 

farm the land began to lessen as machines replaced people in the fields.  

The families who lived on the farms, worked for the landowners, or supported the people 

with goods and services decreased as farms modernized, leaving community members with a 

need to find a new way to make a living (Horst & Martin, 2007). Often times, this led families 

away from rural communities to the cities where there were opportunities for work, thus leaving 

the rural community and schools with declining populations. This trend led to schools with fewer 

students and less financial stability; therefore, in order to save teaching jobs and maintain quality 

curriculum, often small districts started looking to neighboring districts to consolidate as a means 

of avoiding financial crisis (Gronberg, Karakaplan & Taylor, 2015; Howley, Howley, Rhodes, & 

Yahn, 2014; Howley, Johnson, & Petrie, 2011; Rauch, 2015). This began the rural school 

reorganization movement in the United States.  

International competition also contributed to the school consolidation movement 

(DeYoung, 1989; Spring, 1987). The Space Race and Cold War created concerns among the 

population that small, mostly rural schools, were not able to keep pace with the larger more 
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urban schools. Therefore, they were not able to develop the needed human capital needed to keep 

America competitive internationally (Ravitch, 1983). Large urban schools were thought to be the 

best way to educate the population and many experts believed they knew better than local school 

leaders and parents about developing students. The more schools consolidated into larger 

regional institutions, the influence of parents and school boards declined easing the way for 

consolidation (Tyack, 1999). Parents in rural communities who had different values, such as 

preparing students for life, rather than as instruments in national capital were thought of as 

uninformed and did not know what was best for their students therefore their voice was 

considered less important (Bard et.al, 2006).  

School Reorganization Options 

As schools began to lose student population in order to maintain quality curriculum and 

remain financially viable, they often looked at some type of district reorganization (Duncombe & 

Yinger 2005; Howley et al., 2011; Nitta, Holley & Wrobel, 2010; Surface, 2011). School district 

consolidation is a common solution for communities with declining enrollment. Whole grade 

sharing is often a first step in the school district consolidation process. Another option is sharing 

services, such as sharing leadership or sharing maintenance and transportation expenses. Some 

districts look to partnering with outside agencies such as colleges and area education agencies to 

provide the needed services, while others look to online technology to meet some of their needs. 

Still others work to increase their open enrollment into the district as a means to stabilize their 

declining district enrollment in order to gain financial stability and maintain quality course 

offering. In the ever-evolving educational landscape of the twenty-first century, successful small 

rural schools combine a number of these options to remain viable and attractive to their 

communities.  
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Consolidation   

Reorganization is also referred to as consolidation and unification, but essentially it is 

referring to the merging of two or more attendance areas to form a larger school (Fitzwater, 

1953). Although researchers and experts refer to this merging as reorganization most community 

members and the general public refer to the joining of school districts as consolidation In a 

qualitative study by Nitta et al. (2008), consolidation was defined as two or more schools or 

buildings joining together to create a new entity. Usually a larger school or district is formed by 

combining two or more, smaller schools or districts through one or more of the following 

processes: centralizing administration, closing buildings, reorganizing buildings, or sharing 

resources and personnel. Cox and Cox (2010) referred to consolidation as a merger, with a 

possibility of closure of one or more buildings, depending upon the circumstances of the 

consolidation. People affected by the process in their school districts, see it as a process where 

one group wins and the other loses as a result of the process (Bard et.al, 2006).  

There are benefits and drawbacks to the consolidation of school districts and there is 

much research to support both sides of the issue. There are economic and academic benefits 

involved in consolidation (Andrews, Duncombe, & Yinger, 2010). As noted by Howley et al. 

(2011), consolidation allowed several schools or districts to have fewer superintendents and 

managers that resulted in state education agencies having fewer districts to manage and finance. 

Economic efficiency, geographical proximity, poverty, and student outcomes seemed to be the 

driving issues for consolidation during the consolidation movement of the 1950s and 60s.  

Consolidation is not without criticism though. Duncombe and Yinger (2005) found the 

staffs in larger schools do not tend to know students by name, which is common in small schools 

thus negatively impacting student achievement. Also, students of poverty tend to have lower 
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achievement in larger districts (Horst & Martin, 2007). Furthermore, larger districts tend to have 

lower parental involvement due to increased travel time and parents find it less rewarding to get 

involved in larger schools (Cotton, 1996). Lyson (2002) stated: 

Rural communities with schools ranked higher than communities 

without schools on virtually every indicator of social and economic 

well-being thus indicating schools serve as important markers of 

social and economic viability and vitality, and that the money that 

might be saved through school consolidation could be forfeited in 

lost taxes, declining property values, and lost business. (p. 136) 

Consolidation was thought to resolve some academic and financial issues without concern for 

negative impact on the community culture and identity (Alsbury & Shaw, 2005). The literature in 

the past decade indicates that educational research supports the concept of small school 

effectiveness, yet it appears that the determinants of school size are seldom the result of research 

(Cotton, 1996). More often, school size is the result of other factors, political, economic, social, 

and demographic (Cotton, 1996). 

Whole Grade Sharing   

The first step to consolidation in many cases is whole grade sharing. Whole grade sharing 

is a procedure used by school districts whereby all or a substantial portion of the pupils in any 

grade in two or more school districts share an educational program for all or a substantial portion 

of a school day. Whole grade sharing may either be one-way or two-way sharing (Iowa 

Department of Education Whole Grade Sharing Handbook, 2015). Whole grade sharing 

programs came about primarily for two major reasons: the loss of enrollment in the local school 

district and the desire to maintain or improve curricular offerings for students (Lyons, 1987).  
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Whole grade sharing is often a way for two partnering school districts to take small steps 

to begin the process of sharing services without the long-term commitment of consolidation. In 

Iowa, there is a financial incentive given by Iowa code encouraging schools to consider whole 

grade sharing with the intention of moving to consolidation in three years. Iowa Code states: 

 Whole-grade sharing. “A school district which participates in a whole-grade sharing 

arrangement executed pursuant to Iowa Code sections 282.10 to 282.12 and which has 

adopted a board resolution to study dissolution or has adopted a board resolution jointly 

with all other affected boards to study reorganization to take effect on or before July 1, 

2019, is eligible to assign a weighting of one-tenth of the fraction of the school year 

during which resident pupils attend classes pursuant to subrule 97.2(1), paragraph “a,” 

“b,” or “c.” A school district participating in a whole-grade sharing arrangement shall be 

eligible for supplementary weighting under this subrule for a maximum of three years. 

Receipt of supplementary weighting for the second year and for the third year shall be 

conditioned upon submission of information resulting from the study to the school budget 

review committee indicating progress or continued progress toward the objective of 

dissolution or reorganization on or before July 1, 2019. (Iowa Department of Education 

Whole Grade Sharing Handbook, 2015 p. 1) 

Although this Iowa Code does not force districts to consolidate, it offers a viable financial 

incentive for district leaders and community members to at least to consider the option of 

consolidation for their school districts.  

Lyons (1987) surveyed school administrators and board members in communities who 

were currently whole grade sharing and found most felt the whole grade sharing would 

eventually lead to reorganization of the two districts into one school district. It was also the 
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opinion of all groups surveyed that the attitude of both the student and adult populations toward 

the sharing program was very positive (Lyons, 1987). Gordon and Knight (2008) examined the 

effects of whole-grade sharing in local school districts in Iowa in the 1990s. They found no 

positive or negative effects of whole grade sharing on the student-teacher ratio, enrollments, or 

dropout rates. In terms of revenues, Gordon and Knight (2008) found temporary increases in 

state aid because of the incentives provided by the state, but found a corresponding increase in 

local expenditures, although the increase was smaller than the increase in revenues, resulting in 

an increased surplus. Their findings suggested a lack of significant financial gains from whole-

grade sharing 

There are also initiatives, such as joint power agreements and educational service 

agencies, which help facilitate cooperative sharing agreements similar to whole grade sharing in 

Iowa (Jimmerson, 2006). In North Dakota, the legislature passed bills encouraging districts to 

join together in Joint Power Agreements, which allow districts to share operations such as 

business management, curriculum directors, data analysis, grant writing and technology support. 

Districts are also able to share AP classes, counselors, and other distance learning opportunities 

(Jimmerson, 2006; North Dakota Century Code Title 15.1,n.d.). Also, numerous states have area 

educational service agencies designed to provide economies of scale to their partnering districts 

by providing specialty services at a lower cost due to the consortium (Broton, Mueller, Schultz, 

& Gaona, 2009; Eggers, Snell, Wavra, & Moore, 2005; Jimmerson, 2006). 

Sharing Services   

Another option for districts with low enrollment is to share services. Sharing services can 

take various forms. Examples include sharing administration and business office staff between 

two districts, sharing transportation technology and food service directors, sharing athletic and 
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other extra-curricular programs, sharing professional development opportunities, paring with 

local colleges and non-profit organizations to offer specialized course work, and countless other 

opportunities (Beem, 2006; Grimes et al., 2006).  

Sharing technology. Jimmerson (2006) offered 20 policy recommendations primarily 

focused on state funding formulas that highlight the role of state educational policies on 

magnifying or minimizing the challenges of declining enrollment. One of these 20 policy 

recommendations includes states financially supporting the expanded use of technology 

consortiums in order to deliver greater curriculum options for students via online resources 

therefore sharing instructors digitally (Jimmerson, 2006). Some districts have found cost savings 

and increased academic opportunity by using technology to provide a wide variety of course 

offerings via online technology (Jimmerson, 2006). Sharing technology helps to ensure students 

in small rural schools have access to a wide range of learning experiences that would otherwise 

be unavailable to them because of their smaller school course offerings (Hobbs, 2003).  

Sharing personnel. Another way districts share services is by sharing personnel with 

another district. Sharing personnel allows districts to maintain their individual identity, but still 

provides cost savings through economies of scale (Jimmerson, 2006). Much research has been 

conducted on shared superintendents in the last forty years and these studies revealed that the 

sharing of superintendents was quite common nationally (Decker & McCumsey, 1990; Decker & 

Talbolt, 1991; Eggers, Snell, Wavra & Moore, 2005; Winchester, 2003). In the United States, the 

East and West Coasts began the practice of shared superintendents and eventually it spread to the 

Midwest (Winchester, 2003). For example in Iowa, Iowa Code 257.11 passed by the legislature 

in 2017, allowed for school districts to share a superintendent as well as business manager, 

human resources manager, transportation director, maintenance director, curriculum director, and 
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school counselor. In addition to the cost savings of sharing the salary and benefits, the state adds 

additional students to their certified enrollment thus increasing their state aid by up to a 

maximum of 21 students (Iowa Department of Education Operational Sharing Handbook, 2017). 

Sharing professional development. Another area shared services benefits rural schools 

is shared professional development. Often several smaller schools pool resources and share 

professional learning by coordinating school schedules or working in informal collaborative 

groups (Jimmerson, 2006). Another way small schools share professional development is though 

area education agencies where multiple schools come together to receive high quality 

professional development that would be unavailable to them on their own (Beem, 2006; Rauch, 

2015; Grimes, Kurns, & Tilly, 2006). Similarly, in research conducted in California, several 

smaller districts joined resources to provide teachers with shared professional learning in the area 

of literacy (Cook, 2004).  

Open Enrollment: A Contemporary Solution for Increasing Enrollment 

In fall 2016, approximately 50.4 million students attended public elementary and 

secondary schools. Of these, 35.4 million were in prekindergarten through eighth grade and 15 

million attended high school (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2017). Of these 50 

million students, 6.5 million chose to attend school somewhere other than their assigned local 

school (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2017). There are several educational options, 

both public and private, available to students including magnet schools, private schools, tuition 

vouchers, educational savings accounts, charter schools, homeschools, online learning, and open 

enrollment to name a few (Edchoice, 2017) All of these educational options offer parents and 

students choices to meet their individual needs in different ways (Mikulecky, 2013).  
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One educational possibility for students and parents is open enrollment. Open enrollment, 

a practice allowing students to transfer across district boundaries, is a relatively new practice in 

the United States (Mikulecky, 2013). The first inter-district open enrollment law was passed in 

Minnesota in 1988, followed in 1989 by Arkansas, Iowa, Nebraska, and Ohio. The following 

year Idaho, Utah, and Washington adopted the practice as well (Corson, 1990; Mikulecky, 2013). 

By 2017, 23 of the 50 states have some type of open enrollment option for students, but these 

options vary from state to state (Mikulecky, 2013; Rollefson, 2015; Tully, 2017). Some states 

have inter-district school choice open enrollment policies with no limitations, while others allow 

students to attend school anywhere within their district boundaries and some offer a combination 

of both practices (Mikulecky, 2013; Rollefson, 2015; Tully, 2017).  

There are various benefits to open enrollment, which may contribute to the reasons parents and 

students choose to open enroll into a school district.  

Benefits of Open enrollment 

School choice, or open enrollment, increases competition between schools. School choice 

increases accountability, as well as parent and student satisfaction. Ultimately, it removes 

stratification among students of all socio-economic levels by providing lower income students 

access to high-quality education, additional programming, and different peer group options 

(Backes & Slotsve, 1996; Carpenter, 2011; Gorand, 2003; Harris and Larsen, 2015; Lubienski, 

2005). Students without the means to live in a more affluent, higher achieving district, still have 

an opportunity to receive the same high quality education as those students attending schools in 

districts with a higher socioeconomic status.  

Open enrollment has been the difference between a district that is flourishing and a 

district that is preparing to close its doors due to various academic and financial factors 
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(Rollefson, 2015). For example, Eminence Kentucky was a community facing declining 

enrollment, low academic performance, and major financial concerns (B. Berry, personal 

communication, April 11, 2017). The school district was one to two years away from being 

closed by the Kentucky Department of Education due to performance issues. The district made a 

change in leadership hiring a new superintendent of schools with a new vision for the district. 

Their superintendent was focused on improving the quality of academics in the district and he 

was committed to becoming a school of innovation that would serve as a model for other schools 

around the country. The Eminence Independent School District under the leadership of Dr. 

Buddy Berry redesigned the school experience for kindergarten through 12th grade students with 

its School on FIRE (Framework of Innovation for Reinventing Education) model. The FIRE 

model ensures to students and parents that learning is personalized to meet students’ interests, 

activities, skill levels, and mastery (Berry, 2017). In five years of implementation of the School 

on Fire Model, the district has increased its student population from 450 students to 900 students 

with 300 students open enrolled into the district. Parents and students indicated that open 

enrollment into the district was due to the innovative practices implemented in the district and 

the academic success displayed by graduates (Mathews, 2014). Dr. Berry (2017) stated the 

district leadership found a niche and they were able to be successful due to finding a way to meet 

the needs of the local and the open enrolled students.  

Criticisms of Open Enrollment 

There are also critics of open enrollment. Harris and Larsen (2015), note open enrollment 

affects low-income schools more than other more affluent schools putting them further behind; 

segregating them both economically and racially. Students with the means and the ambition to 

attend a higher performing school, often open enroll out leaving behind the more economically 



29	
	

	 	

and academically challenged students (Ni & Arsen, 2011; Pattillo, 2015; Taylor, 2009). This 

open enrollment of students out of resident districts results in greater segregation of public 

school students who are left behind by the process. Schneider and Buckley (2002) conducted a 

study in Washington D.C., where parents were surveyed about the qualities that influenced their 

decision to open enroll, and the results were quite different depending on the methods used to 

collect the data. In phone surveys, parents indicated that academics were the most important 

quality when considering open enrollment. However, when using an online website to collect 

data about search criteria used by parents to evaluate schools, the first criteria parents often used 

to evaluate the schools was demographic data, especially racial and socio-economic data, not 

academic data (Schneider & Buckley, 2002). Their findings suggest that demographics, not 

academics, are driving factors for some open enrollment. 

Another criticism of open enrollment is the financial impact on schools. When students 

open enroll out of a district, the funding follows the student to the new district (Iowa Department 

of Education Open Enrollment Sharing Handbook, 2017). Subsequently, the overall budget is 

reduced making it harder for the home district to meet financial obligations. This loss of revenue 

also impacts the district ability to address concerns such as academics or facilities that potentially 

caused the students to open enroll out of the district (Carlson, Lavery, & Witte, 2011). 

Furthermore, loss of students and loss of revenue can be a snowball that ultimately can lead to 

district demise (Dunn, 2015; Nelson 2012; Wendt 1999). Jimmerson (2002) stated “the ultimate 

outcome of a downward spiral in many of these cases is consolidation or school closing’ (p. 5). 

The downward spiral begins with a loss of students from the local school district resulting in less 

funding, which then impacts the quality of programs and services offered resulting in an even 

greater outflow of students, thus resulting in more students open enrolling out of the district and 
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before long, a local district is faced with financial and academic ruin (Jimmerson, 2002). In 

general, open enrollment can have a positive effect on some schools, while having a devastating 

effect on others.  

School Choice 

In the 1980’s, many states legalized inter-district open enrollment providing parents with 

a choice that previous generations were not afforded (Corson, 1990; Mikulecky, 2013). For the 

first time, parents were allowed to enroll their child into another pubic school district of their 

choice without paying out of district tuition, thus opening a flood gate of parent choices as 

applied to their children’s education. In 1993, the U.S. Department of Education conducted a 

national telephone survey that focused on school choice. Responses from a representative sample 

of 12,680 parents from all 50 states and the District of Columbia showed that:  

Clearly there is a difference between parents who choose public schools or private 

schools for their children….In sum, the national scene in relation to school choice reveals 

that white, affluent parents tend to choose private schools; African American parents with 

low incomes tend to choose schools within the public school system; and middle-class 

parents tend to send their children to assigned public schools, although they also make 

choices for their children’s education by deciding where to live. (Hsieh & Shen, 2001, p. 

90) 

Goldring and Hausman (1999) identified three types of families in the matter of school 

choice, which they called active choosers, passive choosers, and non-choosers. Non-choosers’ 

parents do not look for information to participate in the decision-making process regarding 

school choice, they never consider sending their child to another school or school district other 

than the one they are assigned. Non-choosers tend to be relatively satisfied with the school in 



31	
	

	 	

their district. Furthermore, non-choosers also tend to be lower socioeconomic status than passive 

and active choosers (Goldring & Hausmann, 1999; Schneider & Buckley, 2002). Passive 

chooser’s parents seek out information to possibly choose an alternative to their zoned school, 

but ultimately decided to stay in their home district. Active chooser’s parents seek out 

information, and ultimately make the decision to enroll in a school other than the school to which 

they were assigned. Active choosers are more likely to be dissatisfied with the public schools in 

their community, have relatively higher incomes, and have little to know concern about the 

distance or transportation of their student (Goldring & Hausmann, 1999; Schneider & Buckley, 

2002).  

School characteristics are a factor parents and students find important when making a 

decision to open enroll into another district (Harris & Larsen, 2006; Rollefson, 2015; Ysseldyke, 

Lange, Delaney, & Lau, 1993; Zywicki, 2014). Parents state that the general atmosphere of the 

school, the principals and teachers attitudes were influential in their decision to enroll their 

students in particular district (Rollefson, 2015; Ysseldyke, Lange, Delaney, & Lau, 1993). These 

qualities and many others can be researched through the lens of Strange and Banning’s 

Environmental Model (2015). Rollefson (2015) found 14 considerations parents report as having 

influenced their decisions to open enroll their children into a specific Wisconsin rural school 

district. These considerations included: 

• Caring teachers; 

• Caring principals; 

• Competent teachers; 

• Competent principals; 

• Student safety; 
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• Student friendships; 

• A friendly student body; 

• Quality of core curriculum 

• Increased opportunities compared to neighboring districts; 

• Preparation for college; 

• Available technology; 

• Low frequency of bullying; 

• Quality of facilities. (Rollefson, 2015, p. 101) 

It should be noted, in Rollefson’s (2015) study of rural school districts, factors that were found to 

be important in other studies such as convenience and extra-curricular opportunities were not 

found to be statically significant.  

Strange and Banning Environmental Model and the Influence on School Choice 

The reasons students open enroll into a school district are diverse as the students 

themselves. Studies indicate that parents choose schools for a variety of reasons including 

academics, extra-curricular opportunities, general atmosphere of the school, the leader’s attitude 

and educational philosophy, dissatisfaction with their local school, safety considerations and 

convenience to name a few (Davis, 2011; Goldring & Philips, 2008; Rollefson, 2015). All of 

these reasons can be situated in one or more of Strange and Banning’s (2015) environments as 

described in their Environmental Model.  

Research shows that humans are strongly influenced by the environments they inhabit 

(Ariani & Mirdad 2015; Strange & Banning, 2015). School districts that make a conscious effort 

to design their learning environments in a way that is appealing to both students and families 

attract more students and improve retention rates (Strange & Banning, 2015). Strange and 
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Banning (2015) explored four environments that influence college and university campuses and 

noted that schools that are most successful are the ones who not only pay attention to what 

students learn, but also where students learn. In the free market society, competition is fierce and 

colleges and universities much market themselves to attract potential students. Thus, Strange and 

Banning’s (2015) model can be applied to the competitive nature of inter-district open 

enrollment in K-12 school districts competing for valuable resources and students. Following is a 

review of the literature on school choice and learning as framed within the four environments of 

Strange and Banning’s (2015) model specifically, the physical environment, aggregate 

environment, the organizational environment and the socially constructed environment.  

Physical Environment  

The concept of place is important when considering the concept of the physical 

environment as a factor influencing learning. All learning takes place in a physical environment, 

whether in a lecture hall, a small classroom or sitting in a lunchroom. The way in which the 

physical environment is structured dictates the behaviors of those who are in the environment. 

Strange and Banning (2001) suggest, “although features of the physical environment lend 

themselves theoretically to all possibilities, the layout, location, and arrangement of space and 

facilities render some behaviors much more likely, and thus more probable, than others” (p. 15). 

For example, in the Eminence Independent School District, much thought was put into the design 

of the physical space of the school. The district leadership worked with “Imagnineers” from the 

Disney Corporation to help them design physical spaces that encouraged creative thinking and 

collaboration (B. Berry, personal communication, April 11, 2017). The school was designed with 

specific furniture layouts in all classrooms in order to encourage different types of teaching 

methods that were more collaborative and individualized in nature (B. Berry, personal 
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communication, April 11, 2017).  

Sense of Place. Place is constituted not only by the built environment such as the 

buildings, sidewalks and playgrounds, but also by the many man-made objects and artifacts 

found in the school’s physical environment (Strange & Banning, 2015). Schools, especially high 

schools, are experienced as settings where the sense of place leaves lasting impressions of those 

who attend them. Ariani and Mirdad (2015) indicated that characteristics of physical learning 

space and design of the school had fundamental effects on student performance. Ayeni, and 

Adelabu (2011) revealed that school site planning, instructional space planning, and circulation 

space planning were significantly related to students’ learning outcomes. Based on their findings, 

they recommended that more emphasis should be placed on school plant planning, particularly, 

in the areas of school site planning, circulation space planning, and instructional space planning 

in order to improve students’ learning outcomes (Ayeni, & Adelabu, 2011). 

Schneider (2002) examined six categories of school building physical components: 

indoor air quality, ventilation, and thermal comfort; lighting; acoustics; building age and quality; 

school size; and class size. Schneider confirmed that school facilities affect learning; specifically, 

spatial configurations, noise, heat, cold, light, and air quality also have an impact on students' 

and teachers' ability to perform. Some factors identified by Schneider (2002) for students to be 

successful are clean air, good light, and a quiet, comfortable, and safe learning environment. 

Uline and Tschannen-Moran (2008) confirmed a link between the quality of school facilities 

and student achievement. Quality facilities were significantly positively related to school 

climate variables. Uline and Tschannen-Moran confirmed that school climate plays a role in 

the relationship between facility quality and student achievement. 

Convenience. The physical location of the school district is included under Strange and 



35	
	

	 	

Banning’s (2015) physical environment. Several studies confirm that convenience is an 

important factor when parents and students consider open enrollment (Bierlein, 1993; Davis, 

2011; Goldring & Philips, 2008; Golding & Hausman, 1999; Hamilton & Guin, 2006; Harris & 

Larsen, 2006; Rollefson, 2015; Smrekar & Goldring, 1996). Parents open enroll into school 

districts that offer services that make life more convenient such as before and after school care, 

distance from home, and other sibling already attend the school (Harris & Larsen, 2006).  

These factors are also influenced by the socioeconomic status of the families involved. 

Families with higher incomes place less value on convenience than families with lower 

socioeconomic statuses (Harris & Larsen, 2006). Families with greater economic abilities to 

transport students and to find adequate daycare options for their children placed less value on the 

convenience of the school than families with less access to these resources (Harris & Larsen, 

2006).  

Aggregate Environment 

 Finding a sense of belonging at a school or an institution is pivotal for any student 

success (Chambliss & Takacs, 2014). The aggregate environment is based on the understanding 

that environments are transmitted through people, and the dominant features of any given 

environment are partially a function of the collective characteristics of the individuals who 

inhabit it (Strange & Banning, 2015). The experiences of the students and families who are 

choosing to open enroll into a school district are greatly influenced by the people with whom 

they interact while they are at school or in the community. Studies looking at the types of choices 

that families make tend to indicate that parents seek schools where the composition of the 

student body more closely resembles the student’s own background (Koedel, Betts, Rice, & Zau, 

2009). 
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Most Caucasian students in the United States are still attending schools that are almost 

entirely Caucasian (Lewis, 2001). In fact, most live in highly racially segregated neighborhoods 

and have little regular, substantial contact with people of other races (Lewis, 2001). This is true 

of the study district where 95% of the students are Caucasian and 97% of the community 

members are also Caucasian thus reinforcing the findings of Lewis (2001) about this small rural 

school and the lack of racial diversity in the school and community. Something in the aggregate 

environment is a match for students and families though because many choose to open enroll 

their students into a particular school however; a highly differentiated, or focused, environment 

that is dominated by one single demographic or personality type could be comforting to families 

or students who fit the mold, but could be disconcerting to those not fitting into the environment 

of that particular school or institution, thus limiting the number of diverse students who enroll 

and perpetrating the dominate group (Strange & Banning, 2015).  

The People. Personalities of a school can be framed by the people who are a part of it. 

Giles (1998) found that the most successful educational reform initiatives are collaborations 

between parents and schools that view the school and community as a partnership who must 

work together. In another study researchers found that the way schools care about children is 

reflected in the way schools care about the children’s families: 

In a partnership, teachers and administrators create more family-like schools. A 

family-like school recognizes each child’s individuality and makes each child feel 

special and included. Family-like schools welcome all families, not just those that 

are easy to reach. In a partnership, parents create more school like families. A 

school-like family recognizes that each child is also a student. Families reinforce 

the importance of school, homework, and activities that build student skills and 
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feelings of success. Communities, including groups of parents working together, 

create school-like opportunities, events, and programs that reinforce, recognize, 

and reward students for good progress, creativity, contributions, and excellence. 

Communities also create family-like settings, services, and events to enable 

families to better support their children. Community-minded families and students 

help their neighborhoods and other families. The concept of a community school 

is reemerging. (Epstein, 2010, p. 83) 

Strange and Banning (2015), reported that “people” could be characterized by six different 

personality types: realistic, investigative, artistic, social, enterprising, and conventional. By 

applying this research to the aggregate environment, a collective picture of the district begins to 

become clear. School districts who encourage social environments are most compatible with 

people with social personalities, and institutions that encourage investigative environments are 

more compatible with people with investigative personality types (Strange & Banning, 2015).  

The Academics. Parents not only choose schools that match their child’s personality 

type, but they more often they choose schools based on academic factors that meet their child’s 

needs (Rollefson, 2015; Strange & Banning, 2015). Several studies have investigated the reasons 

students open enroll and academics are the reason cited as the most important for open enrolling 

into a school district in all them (Betts & Loveless, 2005; Bierlein, 1993; Davis, 2011; Goldring 

& Philips, 2008; Golding & Hausman, 1999; Harris & Larsen, 2006; Hamilton & Guin, 2006; 

Rollefson, 2015; Smrekar & Goldring, 1996). Parents choose schools with strong academics so 

their children’s educational needs can be met (Betts & Loveless, 2005; Ysseldyke, Lange, 

Delaney, & Lau, 1993). There are noted differences in socioeconomic and educational levels of 

parents who choose open enrollment for academic reasons (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987). Less 
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educated parents tend to place less value on the academic opportunities provided by districts 

(Davis, 2011; Goldring & Rowley, 2006; Harris & Larsen, 2015).  

While family income is associated with an increased access to resources, it is also highly 

correlated with parents’ highest level of education. Families with high incomes are likely to have 

high incomes because the parents have attained high levels of education (Betts & Loveless, 

2005; Goldring & Rowley, 2006). Parents with more education are more likely to open enroll 

due to academic factors than parents with a lower socioeconomic status or less educational 

achievement. Furthermore, highly educated parents are more likely to be familiar what types of 

educational opportunities are offered by different schools; therefore, they can make informed 

choices about their children’s educational experience (Davis, 2011; Goldring & Rowley, 2006; 

Rollefson, 2015).  

Organizational Environment  

Schools, work places, churches and other organizations are often planned, systemic, and 

organized in such ways as to achieve certain overarching goals and through these policies and 

rules, order is achieved (Strange & Banning, 2015). The tendency to get organized to get things 

accomplished is common, but adding many layers of organization can contribute to 

bureaucracies that can lead to frustration (Duncombe & Yinger, 2005). By organizing, groups 

need to determine who is in charge, how decisions will be made and by what rules will the 

organization will function. All of these factors contribute to the organizational environment 

described by Strange and Banning (2015).  

Levels of Bureaucracy. Organizations have different levels of complexity, 

centralization, formalization, stratification, production, routinization and efficiency all of which 

contribute to the flexibility or the rigidity of the environment (Strange & Banning, 2015). The 
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organization’s level of flexibility impacts the organization’s performances of innovation, 

efficiency, production and morale. All of these factors impact the organizational environment. 

One challenge faced by many organizations of all kinds is size. As the size of an organization 

increases, the level of flexibility decreases and the level of complexity often increases, leading to 

less personal interactions and greater bureaucracy (Hess, 2008). Strange and Banning (2015) 

concluded bigger is not better when it comes to education and learning. Stevenson (2006) in a 

study in South Carolina found varied and sometimes contradictory results when researching 

school size. Stevenson (2006) found smaller middle schools appeared to produce better student 

outcomes, but larger elementary and high schools appeared to perform better than smaller 

schools. The study found there was evidence that results vary dramatically depending on the 

children served (Stevenson, 2006). This concept could contribute to the increase in open 

enrollment into smaller school districts with levels of bureaucracy and more personal interaction.  

Priorities of the Parents. Harris and Larsen (2015) suggest the role of extracurricular 

activities and indirect costs such as distance are, collectively, at least as large as academic quality 

to some parents. Harris and Larsen (2015), in their study conducted in New Orleans post 

Hurricane Katrina indicated the lowest-income families have weaker preferences for academic 

outcomes and are less influenced by their ability to choose the highest-performing schools. The 

somewhat limited influence of academics in family decisions helps explain several puzzles from 

prior research, including why the competitive effects of market-based school reforms on student 

test scores have been mixed (Harris & Larsen, 2015). Parents who have more education are more 

likely to place higher value on educational attainments; therefore, their attitudes and actions tend 

to reflect their interest in education (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987; Ringgold & Rowley, 2006).  

Phillips, Hausman, and Larson (2012) examined factors that led to parents participating 
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in school choice and they found three conclusions from the research. First, in the study district, 

intradistrict transfers tended to attract more advantaged students. Second, when analyzing 

students' tendency to choose, differences between advantaged and disadvantaged students exist. 

Advantaged students were more likely to exercise choice if their zoned school had a majority of 

the students coming from a minority background. Advantaged students also were more likely to 

open enroll when their zoned school had a lower percentage of students who are academically 

proficient on standardized tests. By contrast, the same characteristics of students' local schools 

identified in this study did not predict disadvantaged students' tendency to choose. The third 

finding was advantaged and disadvantaged parents make similar kinds of choices, but the 

contexts in which these choices take place tend to be different. Advantaged families choose to 

move toward the most affluent schools with the highest academic records, while disadvantaged 

families choose to open enroll away from the schools with the highest poverty rates and the 

lowest academic records to attend schools, but those schools are slightly better (Phillips, 

Hausman, & Larson, 2012). 

Socially Constructed Environment 

The socially constructed environment is described as the general impressions and 

understandings communicated through conversations, stories shared by members of the group, 

artifacts and symbols observed in the environment and rituals celebrated by the institution 

(Strange & Banning, 2015). Unlike the other three environments, the socially constructed 

environment focuses on the collective subjective views and experience of the participants. For 

example, some characteristics of an environment can be measured, such as the age in years of the 

buildings in the school district, but the buildings may seem old and outdated to some people 

while they seem perfectly adequate to others. A high degree of formalization may seem 
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comforting to some and overbearing to others. The K-12 school district culture is collection of 

traditions, stories, ceremonies, assumptions, beliefs and values of the students, parents, staff and 

community that share the environment and the socially constructed environment is a reflection of 

the people who are a part of that environment. Socially constructed environmental factors that 

emerge in studies conducted by Schaps and Solomon (2003) found that school supportiveness, 

sense of community, and opportunities for students to interact and to exert influence were most 

important to students. A common conclusion seems to be that a supportive environment 

increases students’ attachment to school and thereby their inclination to abide by the school’s 

rules and values (Schaps & Solomon, 2003). In schools where there is a strong sense of 

community, students are less likely to engage in violence or drug use. (Good & Adams, 2008). 

This is can be attributed to a student’s’ feeling of belonging at a school in which they are engage 

in supportive, respectful relationships with peers and adults. When student’s basic needs are met, 

they are often willing to follow the rules of the school (Good & Adams, 2008). 

The Power of Relationships. A reason students open enroll into school districts is to 

find positive trusting relationships. Rollefson (2015) found that parents listed caring teachers, 

student safety and security, caring principals, student friendships, friendly student body, and low 

rates of bullying as influential when considering open enrolling their child into a school district. 

In fact, these relationship factors rated higher than test scores to parents when asked what factors 

were most important to them when considering open enrollment (Rollefson, 2015). These factors 

are all a part of the socially constructed environment described by Strange and Banning. 

Reinforcing the notion that relationships matter to parents when choosing a school district for 

their children, Fuller and Elmore (1996) found that, “when asked why they remain, rather than 

choose a better school, non-choosing parents indicate that they prefer the familiarity, proximity 



42	
	

	 	

to home, and ethnic solidarity of their neighborhood school” (p. 14). Drisko (2006) found that 

parents liked their neighborhood school’s attention to safety, caring attitude, and personal 

connection and parents were grateful to the district for providing a safe, loving, and diverse place 

for children to learn.  

Testimonials by other parents are another important factor that influences the decision to 

open enroll. Parents’ testimonials are a powerful means of communication and advertising for 

the school district, which also ties into the socially constructed environment (Rollefson, 2015; 

Strange & Banning, 2015). Smrekar and Golding (1999) found that parents reported making their 

choice based on information from friends, neighbors, and family members. In the study, more 

than half of the families who open enrolled, across all social classes, decided to move their 

children to another school on the basis of talking with friends. (Smrekar & Goldring, 1999).  

When participating in school choice, parents often rely on two types of networks to 

inform their choices about their children’s education (Goldring & Rowley, 2006). The first type 

of network includes information gathered from people parents know from their neighborhood 

and other social groups. This type of social network is informal and is referred to as an 

interpersonal network. The second type of network is more formal and addresses the extent to 

which parents rely on publicly available information such as brochures and pamphlets, public 

meetings, published test scores, and district websites or what Strange and Banning (2015) 

consider the socially constructed environment (Goldring et.al, 2006)    

The Power of Press. The story a school district tells is part of the socially constructed 

environment. Strange and Banning (2015) refer to this story as environmental press. Walsh 

(1973) defined environmental press as “the characteristic demand or features of the environment 

as perceived by those who live in the particular environment” (as cited in Strange & Banning, 
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2015, p.117). When walking through the school district buildings it is important to note what is 

observed in the environment. Students could be observed studying in the commons or tossing a 

football in the lawn. The students could be sitting quietly in desks in rows or possibly they are 

sitting in more innovative seating arrangements and working together on collaborative projects. 

The symbols or physical representations observed in the environment are meaningful and 

observations could show trophy cases filled with football trophies or shines to academic 

successes of the students. What the school district says it stands for should match what the 

observers are witnessing through their own lens of perception. These are example of 

environmental press as described by Strange and Banning (2015). This study will examine the 

socially constructed environment of the school district and try to determine what factors are 

drawing people to the district.  

Summary 

This chapter addresses the history of reorganization in rural schools and some of the 

different options communities choose to address the issue of declining enrollment. Some of these 

options include consolidation, whole grade sharing, sharing services and increasing open 

enrollment. The chapter goes on to describe the benefits and drawback of open enrollment. The 

concept of school choice was also addressed. The literature on school choice was organized 

through the lens of Strange and Banning’s (2015) Environmental Model. This literature review 

applied the model to factors resulting from declining enrollment in rural schools and it can also 

be applied to inter-district open enrollment in K-12 educational settings. Chapter 3 will describe 

in depth the methodology that will be used to guide this case study.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter provides an outline for the methods utilized in this study. The chapter 

includes a description of qualitative research methods, an explanation of the case study 

methodology, and its application in this study. Also, provided in this chapter is an explanation of 

how participants were recruited and selected, procedures and methods for collection data, 

strategies for ensuring goodness and trustworthiness, and methods for data analysis. Limitations 

and delimitations of the study are also presented. 

The Qualitative Approach to Research 

Qualitative research is a separate but equal branch of research employing its own 

vocabulary and unique methodology differing in several ways from quantitative research 

(Ambert, Adler, Adler & Detzner, 1995; Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Krefting, 1991). Qualitative 

researchers seek to understand participants in their natural environment and try to understand the 

setting as a potential data source (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2014). The researcher is the 

instrument for data collection and analysis. Qualitative research also uses descriptive data in the 

form of words and photographs rather than strictly numbers to find meaning (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2007). Qualitative research is inductive and subjective, which is different from the deductive and 

objective methods used in quantitative research. Both methods serve different purposes in 

research (Creswell, 2013).  

 When designing a qualitative research study, several considerations are necessary for a 

comprehensive qualitative study (Ambert, Adler, Adler & Detzner, 1995; Bogdan & Biklen, 

2007; Krefting, 1991). Researchers must identify their philosophical assumptions, identify a 

theoretical and conceptual framework to guide the study, choose an approach to gather the data, 
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assemble methods to analyze the data, and finally interpret and evaluate the findings (Creswell, 

2013). 

Philosophical Assumptions and Research Design 

For this study, a constructivist paradigm provides the philosophical foundation. The 

philosophical assumptions aligned with a constructivist approach can be explained through the 

ontology, epistemology, axiology, and methodology of the study (Mertens, 2014).  

Ontology 

 Ontology acknowledges that reality is socially constructed and there are multiple 

realities, including the realities of the different participants and the researchers and those realities 

may change throughout the process of the study (Creswell, 2013 & Mertens, 2014). Compiling 

multiple truths or perspectives, can lead researchers to a larger universal truth, or the themes, that 

arise from the research (Creswell, 2013). In this study, interviewing multiple stakeholders with 

multiple perspectives added to the richness of the findings to address the open enrollment in the 

school district, but it is important to note that constructivist researchers allow the concepts of 

importance in the study to emerge as they are constructed by participants (Mertens, 2014).  

Epistemology 

 Epistemology is defined by Creswell (2013) as “what is considered knowledge” (p. 21) 

and by Mertens (2014) as “the nature of knowledge and relationship between the knower and the 

would-be known” (p. 36). The constructivist epistemology states that meaning is not inherently 

present, but it takes human thought to make meaning from situations. In constructivism, the 

researcher and the participants interact during the research, influencing each other in the process 

(Mertens, 2014). The researchers get as close as possible to the participants in order to get a 

better understanding of where and how they live. This is a subjective method of data collection, 
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but it is also an effective method of gaining firsthand knowledge for the researches (Creswell, 

2013). Using this paradigm data can be tracked to the source and logic can be used to assemble 

the findings, thus confirmability replaces objectivity in the constructivist paradigm (Creswell, 

2013).  

Axiology 

 Another philosophical assumption to be addressed is axiology or bringing one’s own 

values to the study (Creswell, 2013). In qualitative research, the researchers make those values 

known by addressing their positionality. Positionality is defined as the relational place or value 

one has that influences and is influenced by varying contexts (Louis & Barton, 2002). All 

researchers bring their own life experiences to the study and their findings are filtered through 

the lens of their own mind before they are put on paper, but qualitative researchers attempt to be 

as objective as possible because they are trying to gain an accurate understanding of their subject 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The Constructivists paradigm provides a balanced representation of 

views. Constructivists raise participant’s awareness and build community rapport through the use 

of reflexivity and reciprocity while acknowledging that researchers from groups with unearned 

privileges by virtue of social class, language, race, or gender must establish rapport with groups 

who do not share these same privileges in order to address issues of social justice (Mertens, 

2014). 

Methodology 

Qualitative research uses several different methods of collecting data for example, 

surveys, interviews, focus groups and observations (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). It is important to 

note that methodology and methods are not the same and should not be used interchangeably 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Methodology refers to the general inductive logic and theoretical 
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perspective for a research project, while the methods are the specific process of collecting and 

analyzing the data (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Applying a constructivist paradigm, regardless of 

methodology, the typical methods used include interviews, observations, and document reviews 

(Mertens, 2014). These methods honor the relationship between researchers and the participants 

and support gathering multiple perspectives that provide better interpretations of meaning that 

can be compared and contrasted to come closer to (re) constructing participants’ “reality” 

(Mertens, 2014).  

Methodological Approach-Case Study 

The case study methodology was used for this study. A case study is used to study 

contemporary events shedding light on a phenomenon through data, collected from those who 

experienced it (Yin, 2009). As a methodology a strong case study explores a real-life, 

contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through 

detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information ranging from 

observations, to documents to audiovisual materials and interviews (Creswell, 2013; 2014). Case 

studies report a case description and case themes and conclude with the lessons learned from the 

case being studied (Creswell, 2013).  

In this study, data were gathered to try and explain “why” parents open enroll their 

children in another school district other than where they reside. According to Yin (2009) case 

study is best used when: 

• The focus of the study is to answer “how” and “why” questions. 

• You cannot manipulate the behavior of those involved in the study. 

• You want to cover contextual conditions because you believe they are relevant to the 

phenomenon under study.  
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• The boundaries are not clear between the phenomenon and the context. 

Considering all these factors, it would be impossible for researchers to gather an accurate picture 

of the events of the last several years at Baxter School District without considering the 

contextual conditions in which they occurred.  

Components of the Case Study 

When designing a case study there are defining features to consider. These features 

include the study’s questions, propositions, unit of analysis (the case), the linking of the data to 

the propositions, and the criteria for interpreting the findings (Yin, 2009, p. 20).  

The first component of the case study is defining the study’s questions. Case study 

research is best used to answer “how” and “why” questions (Yin, 2009). Yin (2009) explains the 

second component of the case study is the study’s propositions or the how and/or why the 

researcher is doing the study. In this case, the how and/or why questions sought to answer why 

parents choose to open enroll their child in a district other than the one they reside in. Not all 

types of case study have propositions; in these cases the topic is the subject of exploration (Yin, 

2009). The third component of the case study is defining the unit of analysis or the case. In this 

study the unit of analysis was the Baxter Community School District. Yin’s fourth (2009) 

component includes linking data to the proposition, meaning researchers find patterns in several 

pieces of the data that help potentially explain the proposition. The final component of the case 

study is determining the criteria for interpreting the study’s findings. In case study research, the 

data might match one pattern better than another pattern, but how closely the findings need to 

match the pattern to be considered a fit is determined by the researcher. The pattern matching is 

not precise and is not determined by statistical tests, but rather it is interpreted by the researcher 

(Yin, 2009).  
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Participants and Sampling Methods 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the factors that may impact 

parents’ decisions to open enroll their children in a school district other than the one in which 

they reside. A purposeful sampling strategy was used to recruit participants. Purposeful sampling 

means the researcher seeks out specific individuals who will best help them understand the 

research problem and the research questions (Creswell, 2104).  

Participants with direct experience and knowledge of the situation are critical sources of 

data in the case study methodology (Creswell, 2013). Six parent participants were recruited 

based on the criteria of having a child open enrolled into the Baxter Community School District. 

Six other participants included four individuals who have a leadership role in the Baxter 

Community School District and two individuals who have a leadership role in the community 

housing the Baxter Community School District. The researcher recruited the participants via 

email. The email invitation for parents can be found in Appendix A, the school leaders in 

Appendix B, and the community leaders in Appendix C.  

All of the parent participants in the study are parents of students who open enroll in the 

Baxter Community school district. The school leadership and community leadership were chosen 

based on their broad knowledge of the school and community environment as their insights 

provided additional meaningful context to the study. Table 3.1 provides a summary of participant 

categories and the number of participants in each category. 

Table 3.1  

Participants and Number of Participants per Category 
Participant Type Number of Participants 
Parent 6 
District Administrators 4 
Community Leaders 2 
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Table 3.2 provides a summary of each type of participant and their demographic characteristics 

including name, gender and age.  

 

Table 3.2 
 
Participant Demographics 
Name Gender Age Participant Type 
Elizabeth Adalyn Female 40-49 Parent 
Chad Adalyn Male 40-49 Parent 
Amber Hamell Female 50-59 Parent 
Skip Hamell Male 60-69 Parent 
Renee Carol Female 30-39 Parent 
Charles Carol Male 30-39 Parent 
Daniel Andrews Male 40-49 School Leader 
Connor Williams Male 40-49 School Leader 
Rob August Male 50-59 School Leader 
Kate Trice Female 40-49 School Leader 
Peter Courtney Male 50-59 Community Leader 
Lainey Arthur-Lynne Female 30-39 Community Leader 
 

Research Setting 

Data for this study were collected in Baxter, a small rural community in central Iowa. 

According to 2016 statistics, the population of the community is 1,101. The population of the 

community has been slowing increasing over the last sixteen years. There is little racial diversity 

with the population being 97% white, 0.3% African American, 0.5% Native American, 

0.1% Asian, 0.5% from other races, and 0.9% from two or more races. Hispanic or Latino of any 

race was 1.3% of the population (Data Access and Dissemination Systems, 2010).  

The population of the community is reflective of the population of the school as well with 

the student population being approximately 95% white, 3% Hispanic, 1% African American and 

less than 1% of the students are Asian or from two or more races (Home, n.d.). There were no 

students in any of the ethnic other categories. Twenty-one percent of the students in the school 
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district qualify for free or reduced lunches, which is below the state average of 41% of the 

students in Iowa qualifying for free or reduced price meals (2016-17 Iowa Public School K-12 

Students Eligible for Free and Reduced-Price Lunch by District, n.d.). 

There are 423 homes in the community of Baxter and 70% of these homes are filled with 

families and a single person inhabits 30% of the homes in Baxter. Of the families living in the 

community, married couples occupy 74% of the homes. The median age in the community is 38 

years old. Thirty-eight percent of the homes in the community have at least one child under the 

age of eighteen living at home. The median household income in Baxter was $55,062 in 2016, 

which is slightly higher than the average for the state of Iowa, which is $54,736. The median 

home value in Baxter was approximately $118,000, which is slightly below the state average of 

$136,000. According to research complied by Iowa State University in 2013, 92% of adults over 

the age of 25 have a high school diploma or equivalent and 16% of adults over the age of 25 has 

a bachelor’s degree or higher (Iowa School District Profiles, 2013). The parents in this study are 

from surrounding communities and have chosen to open enroll their child in the Baxter 

Community School District. Other key participants live or work within the community of Baxter.  

Data Collection 

Qualitative researchers seek to understand participants in their natural environments 

therefore trying to understand the setting as a potential data source (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). 

Qualitative research uses descriptive data in the form of interview transcripts, field notes, 

photographs, diaries, official documents and newspaper articles rather than strictly numbers to 

find meaning (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Occasionally researchers use only one data source, but 

more often they draw from multiple data sources to improve the richness of their findings 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Qualitative research varies from quantitative research because data 
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collection samples are smaller, non-representative, and purposeful, meaning the researcher seeks 

out specific individuals with characteristics fitting the research question rather than random 

sampling often used in quantitative research (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Qualitative research is 

inductive and subjective which is different from the deductive and objective methods of used in 

quantitative research. Both methods are important, serving different purposes in research 

(Creswell, 2013). In this case study, data were collected through the following methods, 

interviews, observations, and document analysis. The following sections describe in more detail 

each of these approaches to collecting data.  

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews were 

guided by a well-defined process typically including three, 90 minute interviews guided by a 

series of questions about different areas of the topic being studied. Semi-structured interviews 

were altered to fit the needs of the participants and the interviewer (Seidman, 2013). By using the 

semi-structured interview format, the researcher was able to gather similar information from 

each interview participant (Creswell, 2013). Following the guidance set by Seidman (2013), the 

researcher sent a recruitment email to potential participants requesting them to be a part of the 

research study (see Appendixes A, B, & C). An abbreviated approach to Seidman’s traditional 

three-interview format was used. The interviews were conducted in two sessions and audio 

taped. After each interview the audiotapes were transcribed. The first interview was 60-90 

minutes and began with introductions and signing informed consent documents (Appendix D).  

The interviews then proceed through the questions in the interview guide (Appendix E). The 

second interview included a time for the participants to ask any clarifying questions and provide 

an opportunity to read the transcription of the interview and to give feedback. This is usually 
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referred to as a member check (Creswell, 2014).  

School leaders were interviewed in a quiet, private location within their school buildings. 

Parent and community participants were asked which location was most convenient and 

comfortable for them. The researcher offered a quiet, private location within the local school 

building, but if parents or community leaders wished to meet in another location that also 

allowed for privacy, the researcher accommodated this request 

Direct Observations 

After completing the interviews two to three observations were made at school and 

community events. The researcher conducted environmental audits through observations to 

gather data on the physical environment. Strange and Banning’s (2015) physical environment is 

one of the four environments in the conceptual framework framing this case study; therefore, 

physical observations of the environment added to the richness of the findings. Furthermore, the 

observations in this study were used to gain triangulation of data and confirm or extend data 

collection from the interviews (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  

Document Analysis  

Document analysis is a secondary source of data to provide background knowledge that 

might be lacking by interviewing alone (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Mertens, 2010). Bogdan and 

Biklen (2007) describe three types of documents to consider; personal documents including 

letters, diaries, photo albums and other personal documents; official documents, including 

memos, newsletters, files, and board minutes; and popular culture documents intended to 

entertain, persuade, or enlighten the public including commercials, news reports and audio or 

video recording. For this case study, official documents such as internal communications and 

external communications along with the data from the semi-structured interviews and 
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observations were examined to achieve data triangulation. Documents analysis for this study 

examined digital presentations and archived notes from school board meetings and community 

forums, website information and information associated with district and city social media. 

Archived data were examined to gain social and historical perspectives from the last several 

years as the district and community pursued increasing open enrollment.  

Recording and Storing Data 

 Data collected throughout the research process included audio files from the interviews, 

interview guides, field notes from interviews and observations, interview transcripts, and 

documents. All electronic data were kept on a password-protected computer, and all hard copy 

notes and documents were kept in a locked file cabinet. Data will be stored for a minimum of 

three years and destroyed when it is no longer deemed useful for research purposes.  

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations in human research stem from some of the indignities perpetrated 

on human subjects throughout the 20th century. In both Europe and the United States, human 

subjects rights’ were violated leading the United Nations to adopt the Nuremberg Code in 1946 

establishing some basic ethical principles that must be used in human research (Seidman, 2013). 

In 1974, the issue of human rights in research was addressed again when the United States 

Congress established the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects and 

Behavioral Research (The National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of 

Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979). This commission was tasked with establishing 

ethical principles that must be observed in research with human subjects. The commission 

produced the Belmont Report, which addresses three basic ethical principles that must be 

observed when conducting research with human subjects: 



55	
	

	 	

1. Respect for Persons meaning respect for human autonomy and protect those who 

have reduced autonomy. 

2. Beneficence meaning do no harm. 

3. Justice meaning researching must involve the equitable selection of participants and 

once a positive benefit is discovered, it must be extended to all involved in the 

research.  

Researchers must abide by these guidelines when conducting any type of human research. This 

case study followed all of these guidelines set in place to protect the human subjects participating 

in this research.  

Confidentiality and Anonymity  

The ethical principle of respect for human subjects in qualitative research is ensured by 

confidentiality and anonymity for the participants (Mertens & Wilson, 2012). Confidentiality 

means collecting, analyzing, storing and reporting data in such a way that the data cannot be 

traced back to the individual who provides them, while anonymity means that no uniquely 

identifiable information is attached to the data; no one, not even the researcher, can trace the data 

to the individual (Mertens & Wilson, 2012). Confidentiality must be maintained as well as a 

professional distance with the participants throughout the duration of this study. Ethical 

considerations for this research include ensuring through coding and appropriate labeling that the 

participants are not identifiable by others. Participants must be able to speak and share 

information without feeling the information could be linked back to them in any way, for this 

reason, pseudonyms were used with all participants in the study. All data is stored on a 

password-protected computer to ensure security of the information provided by the participants.  

Institutional Review Board and Informed Consent 
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This research study was approved through the Drake University’s Institutional Board. 

Drake University’s Institutional Review Board ensured, prior to approval of the research, all 

steps were taken to minimize the risk to participants and to ensure protection of each participant 

within this study. After receiving permission from Drake University’s Institutional Review 

Board to conduct the study, participants were recruited through purposeful sampling techniques. 

Prior to participating in the study, informed consent was sought from all participants so that they 

fully understood their rights as research participants. The informed consent form (Appendix D) 

clearly stated the purpose of the study, the benefits and risks of participation, information 

regarding who is conducting the research and the institutions supporting the research as well as 

confidentiality and the option to withdraw from participation at any time (Creswell, 2013).  

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis in qualitative research occurs simultaneously with data collection. While 

more interviews are still occurring, the researcher is analyzing previous interviews and starting to 

make sense of the data (Creswell, 2014). There is often such a large amount of data that could be 

analyzed in case study research, the data then needs to be narrowed down and focused so the 

researcher is able to determine what data sources will be used and what will be disregarded. 

Ultimately, the data are generally coded into five to seven themes (Anfara, Brown, & Mangione, 

2002; Creswell, 2014)  

The subjective nature of qualitative research makes it a target for criticism by other types 

of researchers (Anfara et.al, 2002). One way to reduce this criticism is with clearly defined data 

analysis methods (Creswell, 2013). After receiving permission, each interview was recorded to 

ensure that all data would be captured accurately. Following each interview, the audiotapes were 
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transcribed to provide a transcription for each completed interview. Pseudonyms were used to 

eliminate the possibility that participants will be identified by anyone other than the researcher.  

Notes from each of the interviews were completed at the conclusion of each interview in 

order capture the subtleties of each interview while they are still fresh in the mind of the 

interviewer to insure that important reflections are not lost. These notes served as reminders of 

important points made by the participants. Each transcription was coded to document themes and 

patterns within the interview data. Because this research design was a case study, a detailed 

description of the setting was required followed by analysis of the data for themes or issues 

(Creswell, 2014).  

Several authors advocate for the simultaneous collections and analysis of data in 

qualitative research (Anfara et al., 2002; Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2013; Creswell, 

2014). Creswell (2013) explains a process he refers to as the data analysis spiral, 

Data analysis is not off-the-shelf; rather, it is custom-built, revised and 

choreographed (Huberman & Miles, 1994). The processes of data collection, data 

analysis and report writing are not distinct steps in the process-they are interrelated 

and often go on simultaneously in a research project. (p. 182)  

This process is not linear, but rather a spiral process that leads researchers to move in circles 

rather than in a linear steps from one point to another. According to Creswell (2014, p. 197), 

there is a six-step process that should be followed for data analysis including the following steps: 

1. Organize and prepare the data for analysis: This involves transcribing interviews, 

scanning materials, typing field notes, and sorting the data into different types depending 

on the source of information.  



58	
	

	 	

2. Read all the data: The researcher reads through all data and reflects on the overall 

meaning. While reading the researcher starts to write notes in the margins and begins to 

record potential codes in the margins. 

3. Start coding the data:  Coding is the process of organizing the data by bracketing chunks 

and writing a word representing a category in the margins. Researchers read all of the 

transcripts and make a list of all topics, begin to cluster the topics by similarities, form 

these topics into columns with categories such as major, unique, and leftover topics. 

4. Use the coding process to generate a description of the setting or people as well as 

categories of themes for analysis: Typically five to seven themes are generated and in 

complex case study research the themes can be analyzed for interconnectedness and 

woven into a story line.  

5. Advance how the description and themes will be represented in the qualitative narrative:  

The researcher uses narrative passages to convey the finding of the analysis. Often 

descriptive information about each participant in table form is also included.  

6. Make an interpretation of the findings or results:  Researchers ask the question “What were the 

lessons learned?” In reflecting on the data, the researchers suggest the findings either confirm 

previous research or diverge from it. Researchers can also suggest new questions that need to be 

studied.  

Coding 

Coding is a critical step when looking for themes in the data. Coding helps the researcher 

start with numerous different ideas from the data collected and eventually sort them into 

categories starting to see patterns and eventually translating them into themes or findings 

(Seidman, 2013). There are several ways to analyze data and it is a process that looks different 
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from researcher to researcher therefore the findings can vary depending on who is doing the 

coding and the coding approached used. As long as the process is explained, the research is still 

quality research (Oldfather & West, 1994). A system of nodular-coding was used to categorize 

themes identified during each interview. Themes are defined as “broad units of information that 

consist of several codes aggregated to form common ideas” (Creswell, 2013, p. 186). Data 

collected from the observations and the document analysis were analyzed for trends, themes, and 

patterns as well. 

Thematizing involves putting the information that is gathered into a smaller number of 

categories or themes (Bogdan & Biklen 2007; Creswell, 2013). The researcher starts by reading 

and rereading the transcripts and the coding documents several times and finding general themes 

that arise from the categories. The researcher then sorts the data into multiple categories.  

Initially, there could be as many as 20 to 50 categories, but the data are continually sorted, the 

categories are narrowed and combined until eventually is sorted into a few overarching themes 

that come through the data (Bogdan & Biklen 2007; Creswell, 2013).  

Bogdan and Biklen (2007) suggest researcher use computer aided data analysis software 

to assists in the coding process. NVivo, a computer software program that assists researchers in 

sorting interview transcripts and coding the findings, was used to analyze the data in this study. 

Each of the interview transcripts were coded and the data sorted into nodes. As the data were 

evaluated, nodes were combined to narrow the themes into fewer categories. Eventually, final 

themes were determined with several subthemes. All of themes and subthemes are supported by 

multiple perspectives from individuals and by diverse quotations and specific evidence from the 

data collected (Creswell, 2014).  

 



60	
	

	 	

Assessing Quality and Rigor 

 Once the data have been gathered, researchers must assess quality and rigor in the 

qualitative research process asking if their account is valid, and by whose standards (Creswell, 

2013). Rigor is defined as attempting to make data explanatory schemes as public and replicable 

as possible (Anfara, Brown, & Mangione, 2002). Quality qualitative research must have 

credibility, transferability, dependability and conformability (Anfara et al., 2002; Johnson, 1997). 

The following is an overview of how these criteria were applied to this research study.  

Credibility 

Credibility, truth-value, asks whether the researcher has established confidence in the 

truth of the findings for the subjects and the context in which the study was undertaken (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). Credibility is gained by spending time engaged in the field, using member 

checking, peer feedback, and triangulation to ensure accuracy of the final product (Anfara et al., 

2002). For this study, several of these strategies were used to ensure credibility including pilot 

testing, taking field notes, triangulation of data, and finally member checking. According to 

Creswell (2013) and Yin (2009) pilot testing is used to refine the interview questions and 

procedures, to assess bias, and to collect background information to improve the quality of the 

research findings. For this research study, a non-participant who open enrolls into the district was 

interviewed to refine and pilot test the interview guide. I also kept detailed field notes including 

notes from observations and from interviews to reference as the data were being analyzed. As I 

interviewed the participants, notes about the interview and personal observations were recorded 

in a journal.  

Triangulation is also an important part of qualitative research (Creswell, 2014; Fossey, 

Harvey, McDermott, & Davidson, 2002). Triangulating different data sources of information by 
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examining evidence from the sources and using it to build justification for themes helps 

researchers add validity to their study (Creswell, 2014; Fossey et.al. 2002). In this study, data 

were triangulated by semi-structured interviews using multiple interviews with each participant 

and interviewing participants from many different backgrounds. Observations and document 

reviews increased credibility of the study (Anfara et al., 2002; Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 

2014).  

Finally, member checking or taking the final report or specific description or themes back 

to the participants with a follow up interview and determining whether the participants feel the 

results are accurate and allows for comments on the findings (Creswell, 2014). In this study the 

final interview allowed participants to review the initial themes and provide feedback to the 

researcher about the findings. Qualitative research is credible when it provides such an accurate 

description or interpretation of human experience that people who also share that experience 

would immediately recognize the description (Krefting, 1991).  

Transferability 

Applicability refers to the degree to which the findings can be applied to other contexts 

and setting or with other groups and it is the ability to generalize from the findings to larger 

populations (Krefting, 1991). The ability to generalize is not typically relevant in many 

qualitative research projects because a strength of this type of research is found in the naturalistic 

setting with few variables being controlled. Each study is unique and therefore not generalizable 

to others (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2014; Johnson, 1997; Krefting, 1991). Guba (1981) 

introduced applicability using the term, transferability. In qualitative research, transferability is 

now the criterion against which applicability of qualitative data are assessed (Krefting, 1991). 

Using thick rich descriptions to convey findings may help readers to determine for themselves 
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the validity of the findings (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2014). Thick descriptions 

included detailed information about the participants, including their demographics, background 

and experience with open enrollment as well as information about the research setting. The 

multiple participant perspectives provided variety to the case study to add to the transferability.  

Dependability 

Dependability is similar to reliability in quantitative research, but varies is some ways. 

Unlike quantitative research, qualitative research does not control for the external environment, 

qualitative research acknowledges there are multiple realities and outlier’s experiences are not 

discounted, but rather they are accepted as outer boundaries of the study and are still considered 

important (Krefting, 1991). The research needs to be dependable, meaning there is an audit trail 

that if given the opportunity other researchers would reach the same conclusions, coding and 

recoding strategies must be clearly defined, triangulation of data must occur, and peer feedback 

must be present to help increase the dependability of the findings (Anfara et al., 2002). In this 

study, a combination of triangulation of data from multiple sources, extensive documentation of 

data and reflections, as well as peer review from the dissertation committee members was used to 

establish dependability. Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest a peer can ask the researcher difficult 

questions about the data that can ensure the researcher was interpreting the information in a 

reliable way also. 

Confirmability 

Confirmability is the qualitative research term equivalent to objectivity in quantitative 

research terms. Quality, rigorous data must be confirmable; therefore, it has a degree of 

neutrality or objectivity, meaning findings are shaped by the respondents and not researcher bias, 

motivation, or interest, ensuring neutrality (Shenton, 2004). In qualitative research, 
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trustworthiness is increased by decreasing the distance between the researcher and the 

participants, but no human research can be completely free of bias whether it is quantitative or 

qualitative research; therefore, it is important for the qualitative researcher to present findings in 

such a manner that they can be confirmed by other researchers if necessary (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2007). Member checking by participants and peer review of data can assist the researcher in 

making sure that the data obtained are accurately recorded and interpreted (Creswell, 2013). 

Participants had the opportunity to review the interview transcriptions and the initial themes to 

make sure that interpretation of the data was free from any unintentional researcher bias. 

Conducting multiple interviews and observations also assisted with confirmability within this 

study.  

Delimitations 

This study examined the experiences of parents, school leaders, and community leaders 

in a community with high K-12 open enrollment. The data collected within this study were 

limited to these individuals’ experiences and their ability to articulate their perceptions of their 

experiences (Creswell, 2013). A boundary of the study was that it only included parents of 

students who open enroll into the district. This study did not include parents of students who live 

in the school district. This study did include only community leaders and school leaders who live 

and work in a district with a high percentage of open enrollment, yet the community is rural and 

has a small community population. This study did not address the experiences of parents, 

community leaders, or school leaders in a community with stable or increasing enrollment. 

Furthermore, this study did not include the experiences of students who open enroll in a district 

with declining enrollment.  

Limitations 
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According to Creswell (2013) limitations due to participant personal characteristics and 

researcher presence may have influenced this study. The participants included male and female 

parents, school leaders and community leaders, who provided information from their own 

perspectives and experiences. The scope of this study was limited to research with parents, 

district leaders, and community leaders from only one district that had experienced higher than 

average open enrollment therefore it cannot be appropriated to other contexts. The people 

participating in this study included white females and males, therefore; the experiences of 

participants of a different ethnicity were not represented in this study. The researcher’s 

characteristics and influences may have also limited what data were collected and how the data 

were examined and interpreted.  

Summary 

This chapter outlined the methodological approach for this study. A case study, within a 

constructivist epistemology was used to gain knowledge about the perceptions of why parents 

open enrolled their children in a district other than the one in which they live. Participants and 

research sites along with sampling approach, data collection procedures using semi-structured 

interviews, observation, and document analysis, and coding procedures were described in this 

chapter. Design issues were also addressed, including ethical considerations such as 

confidentiality and institutional review board procedures and informed consent. Credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability within this study were also addressed. Finally 

delimitations and limitations of the study were presented.  
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CHAPTER 4 

DESCRIPTION OF RESEARCH SETTING AND PARTICIPANTS 

This chapter provides an in-depth description of the parent, school leader, and community 

leader participants and their journey that lead them to Baxter. The participants’ experience with 

open enrollment and the reason for choosing the school and community are described in rich, 

thick detail using the data collected during the in-depth interviews. The schools’ websites, 

detailed description from the participants, and the school’s published minutes from school and 

community forums were used to construct the research setting descriptions. Additionally, the 

participants in the study were all assigned pseudonyms to protect their identity. Certain 

descriptive data are provided in ranges and some descriptive data are intentionally left out of the 

narrative in an effort to further protect the identity of the participants. The information within the 

tables along with narrative descriptions provides a picture of the lived experiences of the 

participants within these research settings. 

Research Setting 

The research setting for this study is the Baxter School District. The school and 

community leaders have made a conscious decision to enhance the school and community in 

order to continue to attract new students to the school either by families moving to the 

community or by families choosing to open enroll into the school district.  

Baxter is located within thirty miles of a major metropolitan area in central Iowa. One 

thing community leaders stress is the easy commute from Baxter to the downtown metro Des 

Moines area. Community leaders market Baxter as a bedroom community with great schools and 

a community with an easy drive to the Des Moines metro area for work needs. According to 

2016 statistics, the population of the community is 1,101 (Data Access and Dissemination 
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Systems, 2017). The population of the community has been slowly increasing over the last 16 

years.  

In the community of Baxter, about 300 of the 423 homes are filled with families, 74% of 

these family have a two-parent household. The median age in the community is 38 years old. 

Thirty-eight percent of the homes in the community have at least one child under the age of 

eighteen living at home. The median household income in Baxter, which is $53,500, is slightly 

higher than the average for the state of Iowa, which is $53,158 (Data Access and Dissemination 

Systems, 2017). The median home value in Baxter was approximately $118,000, which is 

slightly below the state average of $126,200. According to research complied by Iowa State 

University in 2013, 92% of adults over the age of 25 have a high school diploma or equivalent 

and 16% of adults over the age of 25 has a bachelor’s degree or higher (Iowa School District 

Profiles, 2013).  

There is currently an effort by the community to start a chamber of commerce to promote 

business in Baxter. The city council along with the Baxter Economic Development 

Corporatization is actively seeking ways to enhance and promote the community of Baxter. 

There is also a group identified as Hometown Pride that is currently working to improve the 

quality of life in Baxter. This group planned the annual community wide summer celebration. 

Additionally, the Hometown Pride group has raised money for several community beautification 

projects and works closely with school and county leaders to promote growth to the school and 

community. The Baxter Economic Development Board recently broke ground on the third phase 

of a housing development located near the athletic complex.  

There is little racial diversity with the population being 97% white (Data Access and 

Dissemination Systems, 2010). The population of the community is reflective of the population 
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of the school as well with the student population being approximately 95% white. Twenty-one 

percent of the students in the school district qualify for free or reduced lunches, which is below 

the state average of 41% of the students in Iowa qualifying for free or reduced price meals 

(2016-17 Iowa Public School K-12 Students Eligible for Free and Reduced-Price Lunch by 

District, n.d.).  

Within the Baxter community and school district, there are several organizations for 

parents and students to actively participate. There is a Parent Teacher Organization (PTO), 

athletic booster club, fine arts booster club, 4-H and Future Farmers of America (FFA) club, and 

church organizations to name a few. One unique feature of the school and community is the joint 

religious youth group known as Baxter Area Youth (BAY). This organization is not affiliated 

with the school in any official capacity other than it rents space once a week during the school 

year to hold its meetings. BAY is comprised of students from the Baxter school district in grade 

7 through 12 and there are four adult leaders, two who are teachers and two who are the spouses 

of the teachers. Each year this group takes about 50 high school students on a mission trip in the 

summer to do service work throughout the country. The group is a Christian youth group, but it 

is not affiliated with any specific religious denomination. At last count the Baxter students who 

attend this youth group represented at least sixteen different churches. Nearly 50% of the Baxter 

Community School 7-12th grade students attend BAY on a somewhat regular basis.  

Another unique feature of this community is the shared school and community spaces. In 

the mid 1990’s Baxter passed a bond issue to build on to and enhance the school building. The 

current school building houses PK through 12th grade all in one building all located in the center 

of the community of Baxter. As a unique feature of the community and school partnership, there 

are several shared facilities located within the school building. One of these facilities is the 
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library. The school maintains all the books for the PK through 12th grade students and the 

community supplies all the books for the toddlers and the adults. The school provides a librarian 

to work primarily with students and the city provides a second librarian to work primarily with 

young children and adults. The community librarian manages the library in the summer months 

and during school breaks. A second shared space is the community fitness center located in the 

front of the school building. This space houses several fitness machines and weight equipment. 

The fitness facility is open to the public free of charge during school hours and for a one-time fee 

of $10, patrons can purchase a key card that opens the doors to the fitness center 24 hours per 

day. During the school day, students have access to this facility and it can be used as part of the 

physical education program.  

Participant Profiles 

The participants for this study are six parents of open enrolled students, four school 

leaders at Baxter School District, and two community leaders in Baxter. Profiles for each of the 

13 participants illustrate the person’s background, path to Baxter, and their experiences with 

open enrollment. Table 3.1 in chapter 3 provided the demographic data for each participant along 

with the corresponding role in the community. Pseudonyms were chosen for each participant to 

protect their identity. 

Parent Participants 

 There are three sets of parent participants, Chad and Elizabeth Adalyn, Skip and Amber 

Hamell, and Charles and Renee Carol. All three of these couples have one or more children open 

enrolled into the Baxter School District who have attended Baxter for at least one year.  

Chad and Elizabeth Adalyn. Chad and Elizabeth are both in their early 40’s. They are 

the parents of two daughters, Lauren who is in high school and Morgan who is in middle school. 
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Chad works in law enforcement and Elizabeth works in education. Chad has a bachelor’s degree 

while Elizabeth has a master’s degree. Chad and Elizabeth are both from the same small town in 

Iowa and after graduation, they both attended college at a large state university. After graduating 

from college they got married and initially lived in Baxter before having children because of its 

proximity to both of their jobs. After a couple years they moved to a larger town where they 

were able to purchase their first home.  

After the birth of their second child, but before either of the girls were old enough to start 

school, Chad and Elizabeth made the decision to move back to Baxter. As a requirement of 

Chad’s job he must live in the community where he is employed, but this is located outside the 

Baxter school district. Chad explained why they choose to open enroll into the Baxter school 

district,  

Upon the recommendation of a coworker's we moved to Baxter. I had to live in 

the county, but he recommended Baxter so we moved here, but [my job] is 

actually in [another district]. And really because of word of mouth we choose 

Baxter. We didn't know where the school district lines were when we moved to 

the [the area], but I guess, and we knew people in Baxter kind of.  

All of the naturalists and educators that went into all the school districts for the 

entire county all favored Baxter.  

Elizabeth went on to explain, “and then I commute, so that's a decent drive. It wasn't a terrible 

commute either. Location wise it’s closer than our school district that we're assigned I guess to 

also.”  Chad also explained, “At the time there was a school in [neighboring district], but that 

really didn't have any say. It was middle school, so it didn't really matter. It didn't affect our 

decision, but Baxter was closer than [neighboring district].”  Chad also explained that one of the 
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reasons open enrollment works for them is because of the flexibility of his job. Parents are 

responsible for the transportation of their children to the district if they outside the district 

boundaries. “It is a burden on the parents. I mean let's face it. It is. You have to have careers that 

are semi flexible to make it work.”   

 Chad and Elizabeth are involved with several community groups in Baxter. They are 

somewhat active in the Baxter Parent Teacher Association. They support the organization 

financially and always donate when asked for to help. They were very active in the Collins-

Maxwell-Baxter Booster Club and now continue to be an integral part in the Baxter Athletic 

Booster Club. They participate in school board meeting on a regular basis along with city council 

meetings. They also are very strong supporters of the BAY religious organization  

  Skip and Amber Hamell. Skip is in his 60’s and Amber is in her 50’s. They are the 

parents of three children, Joe in his thirties, Skip’s son from a previous marriage, and Francisco 

and Mavis, both high school students. Skip is a non-profit executive director and Amber is a 

financial advisor. Both Amber and Skip have master’s degrees and place a high value on the 

education of their children. Amber grew up in a small town in southern Iowa where she was a 

multi-sport athlete and went on to play softball at the collegiate level. Skip grew up in a very 

small town in central Iowa that does not have a school any longer, so Skip attended school at a 

larger 4A school near the small town where he grew up.  

  After college and working for several years, Amber and Skip got married and moved 

back to the family farmstead where Skip grew up. This location was in the large 4A school 

district where Skip attended school as a child. The location was convenient for both Amber and 

Skip’s jobs making the commute a nonissue for both of them. When Skip and Amber’s first child 

turned four they began looking into where they would send him to school. They were unsure 
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about sending him to their local school district because of the large size and the distance to the 

elementary schools. There were two other smaller districts close enough for them to consider 

open enrollment. Amber explained the process they used to explore both districts that were close 

to them.  

Well, when Francisco was four, I remember distinctly we were trying to decide 

what we were going to do. We visited West Marshall and we walked in. We had 

set up at a time. We didn't have daycare because I was home with them, but we had 

arranged daycare for the kids so he and I could go and it was this big deal. And we 

walk in and they didn't act like they knew we were coming. It was just a mess. And 

we felt stupid. And they were like well, so and so has recess. You can go talk to 

her. And then they were like oh, well somehow it got mixed up. We didn't have 

you down or whatever. And then they were like we will follow-up with you and 

they never did. So it was just icky. We just felt icky like we were totally putting 

them out.  

On the visit to Baxter they had a different experience. Amber explained,   

So then of course we go down to the other and it was like the opposite. We didn't 

get a tour of the new facility because at that time it wasn’t finished and it was 

going to be finished that fall. We were trying to decide for the following year. To 

me it felt like home because that's how I grew up. I grew up in a K-12. I grew up 

like that. The seniors knew the younger kids and all that. And I remember we got 

in the car and were driving away and you said, "I think we just found our school."  

I remember him saying that.  
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After visiting both other small districts, Amber and Skip choose Baxter to send their children. 

Initially Skip thought this open enrollment would be for elementary only, but soon he was 

convinced otherwise.  

When Joe went to Greenwich, he was on the bus both ways about an hour because 

there weren't as many kids and the busses did a lot. So the travel bothered me a 

little. Amber is more small school minded, and so therefore, mine with my 

experience was much more large school. In my head it was an elementary issue 

and the kids being on the bus. Plus, it was a great place. Boy, they got embedded 

quickly. There wasn't any question about that after that.  

Skip continued to explain his issue with the travel for his children on the bus.  

It was a travel issue for me. I think for Amber it was more the size, but we both 

agreed when they were young at least that it was just much too long on the bus.  

And plus when you go to Greenwich you are not guaranteed which elementary. 

So from here you could be all the way into Greenwich. The elementaries on the 

south side of Greenwich, it's another 6, 7, 8 miles by the time you get to some of 

them on the north side of town. And you weren't guaranteed that you'd get the 

south side elementaries. So I think that was part too. 

 Amber and Skip are very active in the community of Baxter as well. Amber is a member 

of the Baxter PTO and both are members of the athletic booster club in Baxter. They are 

involved in church organizations in the community and both of their children are active members 

of BAY, both attending several mission trips each. Amber is also a leader of the local 4-H group 

and their children are very active in the organization.  
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 Charles and Renee Carol. Charles and Renee Carol are parents of one child in 

elementary school at Baxter. Renee’s mother also lives with them and she is an important part of 

their family as well. Renee and Charles are both in their 30’s. Charles attended college, but left 

before earning his degree and is currently a stay at home dad. Renee has a bachelor’s degree and 

works in city management for a neighboring city. Three years ago they moved to the area to start 

an organic farming business. They began a search for property that would accommodate their 

business and found the perfect place in rural Marshall County.  

 Before moving to their current property, they lived near a larger city in Central Iowa for 

10 years, so they were close to the area, but yet not familiar with the small towns surrounding it 

including Baxter. After Charles and Renee found the property where they currently live, they 

researched the surrounding communities and schools and settled on the community of Baxter to 

call home because they really like it and the school. Renee grew up in the suburbs of a major 

metropolitan city and attended a large school. Charles was from a small town in Iowa so the 

smaller school appealed to him. Renee and Charles explained why they chose Baxter. 

Our home district would be [A neighboring district]. So we're right on the line. Across 

the street is Baxter. When we were debating where to go, we were looking at proximity to 

things for one. We felt like [A neighboring town] felt a little more out of the way from 

here than Baxter did. Especially for him being home, and me coming from Greenwich. It 

just kind of felt like this made more sense for him to get easier access. And as we just 

kind of learned more about the district, we liked that it was a small school. The K-12 was 

nice. Heard good things and stuff. So we started with the preschool and thought we will 

see how the preschool works. He was in the school with it through the Early Learning 

Center. We were just really happy with how they integrated.  
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Charles went on to explain, 

I like the sense of community. When you get to bigger school districts where there is a 

wider range of drawing the students from, you lose of that. And here there's a real sense 

of community. We really appreciate that. I like the security of sending my son to a 

school district where people know each other. It seems like Baxter is a very cohesive 

community where everybody seems to know everybody. So there's a certain comfort in 

that for me.  

 Charles and Renee are currently active in the Hometown Pride Committee, the Fine Arts 

Booster Club and their local church organizations. They discussed as their son got older and 

more involved with school activities, they would also become more involved with other 

organizations such as 4-H, Future Farmers of America (FFA), and BAY. They feel like their 

business has helped them integrate well into the community and they have gotten to know many 

community members as a result of their business. Renee explained,  

I think probably because of the business, we are unique in that aspect that a lot of people 

are coming out and they want to know things. So we're seeing a whole lot of connections 

that I think if we had not been in this business, we probably wouldn't have. And then it 

probably would have been a little bit harder. It seems like a lot of people have connected 

and it's like I'm so and so and I live here and this person and that person. You find out 

anyway. It's been like a crash course though because everybody is interested in coming 

here, and then we ask them because we're curious what their stories are. So we've learned 

a lot about folks that way.  
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Leaders in Baxter School District 

 There are four Baxter School District leader participants, Rob August, Daniel Andrews, 

Connor Williams, and Kate Trice. All four of these participants serve in a leadership role in the 

Baxter School District and have experience with parents and students who open enroll.  

 Rob August. Rob is a school leader in the Baxter Community School District. He has 

been a leader in the school system for the last 20 years. Before coming to Baxter, he worked for 

a year in another district as an assistant principal. He also taught in a large urban school district 

immediately after college. Rob is married to a teacher and together they have five children. All 

of his children attended school outside of the district because Rob and his wife commute to 

Baxter from a suburb of the larger metro area close to Baxter. Rob is a graduate of a small rural 

school that was very close to Baxter. He grew up playing many sports and now coaches at 

Baxter. The decision to end an athletic sharing agreement with Collins-Maxwell was very 

difficult for Rob. He has been a head coach for many years and he has deep roots in both 

districts.  

 Rob is involved with many school and community organizations. Rob is an active 

member of the athletic booster club and the fine arts booster club. He is less involved in the PTO 

because at Baxter the PTO is more geared toward elementary students and parents. He is 

involved with the school board and the city council. He is also very involved with the FFA. Rob 

is somewhat involved with 4-H because the meetings are held at the school and they involve his 

students and he is also somewhat involved with BAY for the same reasons. He does work closely 

with the BAY leaders because of the relationships both have formed with the junior high and 

high school students at Baxter.  
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 Daniel Andrews. Daniel serves in a leadership position in the Baxter Community School 

District. He began his career after graduating from the University of Northern Iowa. He was an 

art teacher for twelve years. During his time teaching a colleague noticed his skills and 

encouraged him to seek out leadership positions. Daniel found it exciting that someone would 

see that in him so he went on to earn a degree at The University of Iowa and administrator 

licensure. He was a principal in another state for 2 years, but he recognized very quickly that it 

was not where he wanted to be because his family was too far away. Daniel explained,  

It was a very good experience working with a highly at risk population. It was very 

diverse out there. I would say the town was about 15,000. So it was not a big town, but it 

was much bigger than Baxter. And then of course we began looking back in this area. We 

knew we wanted to be in the [local] metro area. And so sure enough I ended up 

interviewing for a [metro] school principalship and received that position which was a 

really experience. So I was principal of one of the top two largest schools in [the metro 

area]. Some years we were one and some years we were two just depending on 

enrollment. Had about 70 employees, so we were much bigger than we are here. So I 

spent five years there really honing the craft and really becoming the person that I am 

today. And then went out to College Heights for a year before somebody telling me about 

this job, and I had to take a look at it. And here I am.  

While Daniel serves in a leadership role in Baxter, he does not have family living in the area or 

attending the Baxter schools. This was a difficult choice for Daniel because he is very supportive 

of the school and the community, but he has only been with the district for three years and his 

oldest child is in college and his youngest is a senior in a close metro high school and did not 

want to leave his classmates and friends behind to come to a new school.  
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In terms of family, we have two great kids. My daughter is a senior at Iowa and my son 

is a senior in [a metro suburb]. I've had a lot of people ask about it and I wanted to honor 

the fact that he started there in 3rd grade. And I wanted to make sure that he had a 

chance to finish with his friends. That was the one gift I could give him. Matter of fact, I 

had a couple of other opportunities and chose not to pull him out because I wanted him 

to finish. I moved around a lot as a kid, and I didn't want that for him.  

Daniel’s wife is also a teacher and she is employed in a metro school district teaching elementary 

students. Daniel has chosen to commute from the metro to Baxter to work. 

 Daniel is active in the community in a number of ways. He is a participant in school 

board meetings; he attends city council meetings on a regular basis and he in very active in the 

partnership between the school and the Baxter Hometown Pride Committee. He is somewhat 

active in the FFA, fine arts and athletic booster clubs, the PTO and BAY.  

 Connor Williams. Connor is a graduate of Baxter and now serves a leadership role in the 

district. He is married and has two sons, ages nine and six that also attend school in Baxter. 

Connor taught middle school and high school for 15 years in two other school districts and 

decided it was time for a change:   

Things got pretty negative at my last district and I was not happy doing the same things 

over and over. I lost my enthusiasm so I needed a change. I’d been keeping my eye on 

Baxter and there was finally an opening so I jumped on it. 

Connor taught for two more years in Baxter and he found that teaching in a new district still did 

not reignite the spark that was missing so he went back to graduate school and got his master’s 

degree and five years ago accepted a leadership role and has been working in Baxter ever since. 
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After driving for a year from another district to Baxter he was able to find an acreage in the 

country to build a home and raise his family.  

Connor grew up in Baxter and felt like he received an excellent education that prepared 

him for college and the work force after graduation. He had a lot of respect for his teachers. 

Connor’ goal is to ensure that there is still that level of rigor in the schools. 

It’s really important to me that we prepare our students for what’s next. Sometimes their 

teachers do that and sometimes their teachers don’t. It’s not really my job to push that, 

but in my role I have an opportunity to visit with administration on some of those topics 

and voice my opinions. The students come to me and I pretty much know who’s doing 

what and who’s not doing what. That relationship is key.  

Connor is involved with the city council and the school board. He plans to become more 

involved with the booster clubs, BAY, FFA and 4-H as his children get older and participate in 

those organizations.  

Kate Trice. Kate is a school leader in the Baxter School District. She is married and the 

mother of three girls ages 15, 14, and 10. Kate and her husband have been in Baxter for 16 years. 

They moved to Baxter when she was pregnant with their oldest daughter. They were living in a 

large metro area and wanted to buy a farm, but couldn't find anything that was price ranged 

correctly for them. They also wanted to be on the northeast side of the metro area because their 

families were on the northeast corner of the state. They went through an agricultural relator. 

When they couldn't find an existing farm, they decided that they could find some land to build. 

The realtor brought them to Baxter where they toured several different pieces of farmland people 

were willing to sell. When asked why they chose Baxter, Kate responded: 
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Actually, believe it or not, we went to the school when we kind of decided that 

Baxter might be a possibility. We walked into the commons area, and [former 

district leader] was there. He greeted us and toured us around and he sold us 

immediately. That's true. I'm sure you've heard that a lot. But that's really what 

brought us to Baxter. Because we were going to start a family, and we knew that 

we needed a good school system of course. Baxter was the right fit. We 

immediately knew it. Immediately. So we bought the land, and the builder and his 

wife really kind of took us under their wings when we first moved here and 

introduced us to a lot of people in Baxter. They really gave us our first foundation 

of friends, I would say. Because you meet friends when your kids are in school I 

think. But they really did a nice job. John, the builder, does a really good job of 

promoting Baxter. That doesn't get talked a lot about but he really does. And I 

think all of our builders do a really good job here. That's why we moved here.  

 Kate is active in the school and the community of Baxter. She is member of the athletic 

booster club. She is active with the school board, the PTO and the FFA. She is also a member of 

the Hometown Pride Committee and a passionate supporter of BAY. Two of her daughters 

recently returned from a mission trip with the BAY group.  

Baxter Community Leaders 

Two community leaders, Peter Courtney and Lainey Arthur-Lynne also participated in 

the study. Both Peter and Lainey are active members of the Baxter Community and have both 

served various leadership roles in the community and both work closely with school officials to 

promote both the school and city of Baxter 
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 Peter Courtney. Peter has served in various leadership roles throughout the community 

of Baxter. He has been volunteered in city leadership in the past and is actively involved with 

many school and community groups. Peter is a member of the School Improvement Advisory 

Committee, the Hometown Pride Committee, and church organizations. He also regularly attends 

school and city council board meetings. Professionally, Peter has a career in the military. He is 

married and has three children all of which graduated from the Baxter School District. His wife 

works in education. Peter stated,  

I came back from the service in 1988 and ended up living in [neighboring community] 

with another guy. We worked in the metro area where I met Deanne. She was going to 

Iowa State at that time, and she was looking to go to Texas. We ended up dating, married, 

and stayed right there in Baxter. She got a job right in her hometown. Her goal was to get 

out of the little city and go to the big town, and I captured her and kept her there. But it's 

worked out well for us.  

When asked if Peter and his wife ever considered leaving the community Peter said the only 

reason they ever considered leaving was because of the economic opportunities offered by larger 

communities.  

The only reason we ever would have was financial. She could have went to any other 

school district and made $10,000-15,000 more a year right out of the gate, but we wanted 

her with our kids, and I always had a very good job, made good money, and we could 

always subsidize our family's income by my income, so we just decided money's not 

everything. So she stayed right there.  

Peter is active in the religious organization, Baxter Area Youth, where he serves in a leadership 

role and has served as a group leader for several years.  
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 Lainey Arthur-Lynne. Lainey is very active in community leadership. Lainey, along 

with the current mayor of Baxter, and the school leadership are working together to promote the 

community and the school district. They have partnered with county leadership to form the 

Baxter Summit, which is a group composed of community members, community leaders, school 

leaders and business leaders all working together in an effort to form long range plans for 

economic development and community and school growth in the Baxter area. Lainey is very 

active in the Baxter Hometown Pride committee where she spearheaded the effort for community 

beautification and park development. She is currently working with county and city leaders in 

the development of a large park that will include walking trails, camping, swimming, and an 

outdoor amphitheater. She is also very active in the city council.  

 She is married and the mother of two boys ages six and three. She owns a business in 

Baxter and her husband works in a neighboring community as a manager at a store. When 

discussing how Lainey and her family chose Baxter, she replied, 

I was in the Army and when I got out we knew we'd come back to Iowa because that's 

where we are both from. I'm from [a small town in Iowa]. It's like two hundred people 

and he's from [another small town in Iowa] but he didn't want to go back there, and I 

knew I didn't want to be in [a small town in Iowa] because it's so small. So we kind of 

thought the Metro area. We had looked at houses in metro area and then he saw one 

online for Baxter, and I'm like I have no idea where Baxter is but sure. So we came and 

we looked at this house and I fell in love.  

Lainey went on to explain, 

Once we saw the house, we were like okay. We want Baxter. And then the K-12 school 

was huge. Because it obviously it wasn't just the house. It was other parts of the towns 
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that we were looking at. We wanted something smaller for our kids, just because we kind 

of went to smaller schools, and we knew we didn't want a metro area school. There were 

other things like that that came into play. Baxter fit everything we were looking for.  

 Lainey is not currently active in the PTO, the school district board meetings, 4-H, FFA, 

BAY or other church organizations in Baxter. Her oldest child is starting school at Baxter and 

she intends to become more involved in the school organizations as her children get older and 

participate in more school related activities.  

Summary 

This chapter provided an in-depth description of the research setting for the case study 

and profiles for each participant. Participants’ backgrounds were diverse. The parents of open 

enrolled students had varied backgrounds, yet they all discussed similar factors that led them to 

enroll their children in the Baxter School District such as the welcoming atmosphere they felt 

when they visited the school and community for the first time. The school district and 

community leaders also described similar factors that attracted them and the people they work 

with to the school and the community of Baxter.  

 The chapter provided narrative examples of how the participants were connected to open 

enrollment in the Baxter Community School District. Some participants were parents of open 

enrolled students while others were school district leaders who work to increase the number of 

open enrolled students into the district. The third set of participants worked collaboratively with 

the school and the community leadership to make Baxter Community Schools and the 

community of Baxter welcoming to families looking for a school or a community to call home. 

Chapter 5 describes the findings of this case study; specifically, the themes that emerged from 

the data analysis with the framework of Strange and Banning’s (2015) Environmental Model.  
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to explore the factors that impacted parents’ decisions to 

open enroll their children in a school district that is not the school district in which they live. 

From the data analyses, 11 overarching themes evolved to address the central research question; 

specifically, what leads parents to open enroll their children in a school district in which they do 

not live. Strange and Banning's (2015) four components of the educational environment: 

Physical, Human Aggregate, Organizational, and Constructed were used as a conceptual 

framework to guide data collection and analysis. The model addresses how these four 

components of human environment explain the three purposes of the learning environment and 

promote student success.  

Educational environments are most effective when they provide students and families 

with a sense of inclusion and safety, opportunities to become involved or engaged, and the 

experience of being part of a community (Strange & Banning, 2015). Recognizing and 

understanding these conditions is important in shaping student-learning experiences at an 

institution (Strange & Banning, 2015). Baxter Community School District has found a way to 

address these needs for their students and families.  

Overarching Themes 

Data from the interviews, observations, and document analysis were analyzed through 

open coding methods. After multiple rounds of data analysis eleven overarching themes 

emerged. These 11 themes are listed based on each of the four educational environments 

identified by Strange and Banning (2015). Each theme is then further explored in subsequent 

sections of this chapter.  
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Physical Environment Themes 

• Theme 1: Having one building to house all students preschool through twelfth 

grade is positive. 

• Theme 2: The location of the school and community are convenient. 

• Theme 3: The safety of the students is important. 

Aggregate Environment Themes 

• Theme 1: Differentiation for the needs of students is a common practice. 

• Theme 2: Building relationships and creating a sense of belonging are important. 

• Theme 3: Small schools bring multiple opportunities to participate. 

Organizational Environment Themes 

• Theme 1: Ensuring easy access to district leadership is important.  

• Theme 2: Organizational structure provides for focusing on student development.  

Socially Constructed Environment Themes 

• Theme 1: The school is the heart of the community. 

• Theme 2: As demographics change the community is working on welcoming all. 

• Theme 3: Recruiting and marketing of the school and community attracts open 

enrollment families.  

Physical Environment Themes 

As suggested by Strange and Banning (2015) human environments contain key 

components including the physical conditions of the environment, the design and layout of the 

environment, the collective characteristics of the people who inhabit the environment, the 

organizational structures related to the environment and the collective perceptions or social 

constructions of the context and culture of the environment. Overall, participants shared that the 
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buildings have characteristics that are appealing to students and families. Several physical 

characteristics that people found appealing included the one location to house all the students, a 

relatively new elementary school, two gyms, the playground, the sports complex, the amount of 

technology available to students, and the conditions of the buildings are well maintained. There 

were three distinct themes that emerged from the data focused on the physical environment of 

the school district. These themes included having one building that housed all students PK 

through 12th grade, the convenience of the location of the community of Baxter, and the safety 

of the school buildings.  

Theme 1: Having One Building to House All Students Preschool through Twelfth Grade is 

Positive  

One unique feature of the Baxter Community School District is the configuration of the 

district. This small school district is completely housed in one building located in the center of 

the community. The building has separate wings for the elementary and the secondary students. 

They share two gyms, a lunchroom, and a library. The administration building is also located 

inside the same complex. There is a large playground across the street from the school and the 

daycare center is located across the street as well. The outdoor athletic complex is about three 

blocks west of the school complex. This set up is unique, but it is also a very positive feature to 

all participants in this case study.  

Skip and Amber discussed the benefits of one Pk-12 building has on their children and 

the feeling of community that is provided by one building housing all the students together. 

Amber recalled her first experience touring the Baxter school when she and Skip were looking 

for a school for their son to enroll in kindergarten: 
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I think if I was a young family moving in and knew that all my kids were down the street. 

And I’m talking as a Baxter person. Not necessarily as an open enrolled person. If 

someone says, "And all your kids will be right down the street." I'd be like really, wow. 

And my fourth grader can go pick up my first grader and walk them home. I think it's big. 

I think we will find out this fall how nice it is have everything in one location. We've not 

experienced that. The running and the practice and they are home by 5:30 instead of 7:00. 

I think that will be. I think our kids will be less tired. 

Skip, her husband agreed with her sentiments about the importance of one K-12 school: 

I think it’s a big deal. I think it’s a big deal that the little kids know the big kids. I think 

it’s a big deal that the leadership class goes down and works with the kindergartners. I 

think it’s a big deal that [our son] a big brother to a first grader who when the first grader 

sees him in hall says, "There's my stepbrother." I think it’s a big deal that the seniors put 

on their caps and gowns and walk through the hallways. It’s a big deal. And it’s a 

throwback. It’s a throwback to a time that's kind of gone by in a lot of places. 

Elizabeth and Chad also commented on the significance of the K-12 students all together in one 

location: 

Our girls can ride to school together most of the time. It's nice for them to see the 

example of what is going to happen. Or hey I know that kid. They really do encourage 

good interaction between the upper and the lower kids. I think it is a sense of belonging 

too. And then they want to go to those football games and they want to be a part of that 

stuff when they get older.  

She continued to explain the unique organization of the Baxter Community School: 
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It is really unique, like that Norman Rockwell. It's just not common to have a K-12 

building anymore. We didn't experience that. We had a homecoming parade and all that 

stuff but the little kids would have never been. We were not involved in that. When [our 

daughter] was in kindergarten, I remember [our daycare provider] saying we are going to 

take the stroller down to the parade. And I was like ok [our daughter] will be in parade. 

What? Kindergarten is going to be in the parade. Do I have to take off work to come 

watch a 20-minute parade? Oh, no. It's just usually the old ladies in town and stay at 

home moms. But it is a big deal to the kids. And then she wanted to go to the football 

game that night, a kindergartener! 

Chad also explained how the one K-12 building enhanced the relationship with the 

student athletes and the younger students, “They get to see the high school kids run around in 

uniform, and oh yeah, we got a football game or basketball game. It's easy to promote something 

and get all the kids excited about something.”  Elizabeth added, “There’s a sense of pride. Like 

when they released the mascot everybody was there. Everybody.”  Chad elaborated, “They didn't 

release at the middle school, and then we go to the high school, and then go to the elementary, 

they did it once and the community was there. It’s a community event.” 

Another set of parents, Charles and Renee, discussed the appeal of the one K-12 school 

housing all the students, from their perspective as elementary parents. They were excited about 

the opportunities for their young son to interact with the high school students in a positive way. 

Renee commented: 

Victor had older kids, character buddies that came into the classroom. So we would see 

pictures on teacher's Facebook page. It's like our buddies were in today doing X, Y, and 

Z. That's neat I think for the younger kids to see and experience that older kid. I was there 
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when they did the Mother’s Day Muffins and they happened to do the senior walk 

through at that time. And it's just like, that's cool. Kindergarteners get to see the seniors 

as they come through. 

Charles added that he was excited to explain to his son that this school would be his only school 

from the time he entered preschool as a four year old until the day he graduates. Charles said, 

 Knowing that he'd be there. When we first drove by it, we were like Vic, that's going to 

be your school until you graduate. You're going to go there all the years. Yes. To me it's 

so unheard of.  

Charles explained the uniqueness of the Baxter system: 

They're a survivor. Whatever they have done, they’ve managed to do what every 

community wishes would have happened. To me it's like a great social experiment that 

it's still going on. I'm excited about that and I like that. I think it does add some vibrancy 

to Baxter. They are a big employer in Baxter and it's the central hub. So I really like that 

it's K-12. The community and the school are beating the odds on every small community 

in Iowa that I've seen. Once you get to a certain size, it doesn't seem to effect as much. 

But for small communities to be like Baxter, I have seen so many. My dad has been a 

teacher for over 30 years, and he started out in the local community school. Went to a 

consolidated school. I would always hear him talk about the changes. It's just amazing to 

me that there's been that much continuity in a K-12 system. And I think that the 

community recognizes that. I hope they do. I hope they appreciate it for what it is. 

School and community leaders also recognize the importance of the K-12 system as an 

attractive selling point for parents who are considering open enrollment. The family feeling and 

the convenience of having all students in one location are attractive to parents. Students also 
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have opportunities to easily interact with the older students in a way not easily possible in larger 

districts with multiple locations. Lainey, a community leader discussed the benefits of one 

school: 

I like the K-12 feel. I like the idea of it. I like that even though my kid might be in 

elementary and my other in middle school, they are still together. Even though they're not 

together. But I like that. I think that really opens up the younger kids' eyes too to I could 

be that one day. Or I can do that one-day. I know there are some children who struggle 

with school, and they have older kids come and tutor them and be their big brother or 

sister, and I like that that's an option too. I love that feel of things too. It's more of a 

connection between all of the students, and I like that. That's what I wanted. I want a K-

12 school. I want to know that my kid is there. I can drop him off at school or he can 

walk to school. I don't want to have to bus them.  

It’s just that I'm a huge fan of the K-12 school. And I've said that like 50 times. I think a 

K-12 school is good for children.  

Peter another community leader discussed the leadership the older students can provide and the 

opportunity to be a role model in not only athletics, but in academics as well. Peter said: 

It's easier for the kids to look up to them and say I want to be like them. When they split 

the schools out, which there's reasons for that as well, they don't get that interaction and 

that opportunity. One of the greatest things I think is two years ago they started having 

the seniors walk through the hallway, and have little kids out there high fiving. So when 

our kids came through there's tears rolling down their face because our kids were the kids 

they are looking up to. [Another district] doesn't have the opportunity. They can't take 

their kids to an elementary school and seniors walking through it. I think that's one of the 
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great benefits. Seeing them at lunchtime. Seeing them in the gym. Seventh graders 

practicing alongside high schoolers for the most part, that just doesn't happen in the 

bigger schools. 

The school leaders all agreed with the parents and the community leaders. The one K-12 school 

is an important feature of the Baxter community. Kate, a school leader, said: 

I think another big draw is the K-12 building. And that's another thing I wanted to tell 

you. And I'm sure you've heard it too. I think it's pretty awesome that our kindergarteners 

walk the halls with our high school kids. I think our high school kids and middle school 

kids do a really pretty good job of including those little ones and making them feel 

special. When I go in the school I see it. Your son for instance, he'll fist bump a first 

grader that looks up to him. And that happens. I see it all the time. That doesn't happen 

everywhere because we're a one building show. 

Daniel a school leader also discussed the significance of one campus: 

Another thing, and this is just strictly a facility type of thing, people really appreciate 

having one campus. They appreciate having a Pre-K-12 system all in one place. It makes 

it easier for families. If you think about consumers, everything is right here. So they do 

appreciate that. Baxter has always been Baxter. Even though we were CMB. And I 

wonder if people that maybe still appreciated the fact that we were still just Baxter. We 

got the benefits with the sports being a little larger, but they came here because we 

weren't consolidated. I wonder about that.  

Rob, a school leader, was supportive of the K-12 building because of the powerful relationships 

he has witnessed over the years. He told several stories of students who have been impacted by 

the relationship between older and younger students. Rob explained: 
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There's nothing more cool than some of those elementary kids that look up to the Will 

Clapper’s and the [high school quarterback] and can come into the classroom and read to 

them or go down and teach characteristics qualities. Those are awesome things. So that's 

awesome. I just want to make sure if parents are coming in with little kindergarten kids, 

that they understand that there is still a high school, there's still a middle school, and 

there's still an elementary 

Daniel was very reflective about the needs of the community and the appeal of Baxter to the 

consumers who chose this district. He commented: 

If we were consolidate or if we were more together, would parents still have chosen us. 

That would have been an interesting question. And the reason I bring that up is because 

what we're doing to all of our consumers, our families, is we're reducing the number of 

choices that they have by consolidating. And so I wonder if that comes into play. They 

are choosing maybe a small district that's maintained as a small district versus a 

consolidated district, and there are less choices for them to make. I am curious about that 

one. Because you know they could go to either [slightly larger consolidated school] now 

because that's a larger school or [another district], that's an even larger school. 

Baxter’s unique set up with one K-12 building was incredibly important to all 

participants in this case study. Every person discussed the significance and they discussed how 

this setting was an attractive feature for open enrolled families.  

The new elementary school wing. Baxter built a new addition in 2006 that included a 

new elementary wing, a second gym, a large commons/lunchroom and a playground. This new 

elementary addition appealed to open enrollment family participants. All parent participants 

interviewed discussed how the new elementary school attracted them to the district. One mother, 
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Elizabeth stated, “Our daughter was just starting kindergarten and that new addition was opening 

up.”  Her husband followed with, “It was brand new at the time, so it was easy to sell it. Just 

happened to be the right time. It’s brand new and we liked that.”  Another mother, Amber said, 

I know we were excited about the new part, but my head was totally on the elementary 

thing. So I don’t even remember looking at anything beyond the elementary. So we 

thought it was really good. I remember being excited and thinking oh we timed this right 

with the new. And I just remember how proud they were to show us that. 

Connor, a school leader stated, “So we’ve sold it with the elementary getting kind of into 

the open enrollment. If I’m a kindergarten or first grade family, and I’m looking at our 

elementary, I go, wow that’s pretty nice.”  A district leader named Kate stated, “I think the front, 

the playground area is really inviting and pretty. When you walk in, our gyms are really nice for 

the size of our district and the commons area is really nice. Elementary is definitely inviting.” 

Families stated that the elementary school initially attracted them to the district. The 

families who open enrolled their children as kindergarten students did not consider the condition 

of the middle school or high school at the time they made their decision to open enroll.  

Another parent, Elizabeth stated,  
 

The high school needs improvement. All the rooms are hot and dated and yeah…the high 

school can totally be revamped. The elementary is fine. I think the elementary is very 

nice, but the middle school and high school need work, but [our daughter] was four so we 

weren’t looking at that. 

The participants stated that what initially drew them into the school district was the 

elementary addition and once their children became embedded in the system, they never 
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seriously considered leaving the district even if the conditions of the middle school and high 

school needed some improvements.  

Athletic facilities. Baxter made some athletic facility upgrades when the latest bond was 

passed in 2006. The district built a second gymnasium when they built the elementary addition in 

2006. This second gym was a point of pride for many of the participants in the study. Baxter 

school district also began a project with a new sports complex that housed the football stadium, 

the all-weather track, and baseball and softball facilities. These athletic facilities are a feature of 

the physical environment that appealed to many participants. Kate, a district leader said, “The 

athletic facilities are nice. For a small town it was really nice.”  Another parent, Chad said, “We 

thought it was unique there were 2 gyms.”  

Well maintained. Another theme that participants indicated appealed to them was the 

well-maintained physical spaces in the school and community. Kate, a school leader stated, 

We do really try to pay attention to that. When I first started on the board, it was just like 

this facility tour. It’s time consuming and you go through everything. But it’s important. 

People do take notice. At the rec games and stuff you are there all day, and you hear 

people from other districts coming in, and they’re like you school is so clean and nice and 

pretty. I think for our size we do a really good job.  

Another school leader, Connor, stated, 

I think there are parts of our district even then and now that you see it and you go wow 

that’s a really impressive small district. But then there’s other parts you go and you go 

yeah you know that’s worn. But what I will say is I think we do a good to really good job 

of maintaining. Going through it almost all the time there is a sense of ownership when 

you see how well kept the pride to it.  
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A community leader, Peter, stated: 
  

The front by the playground and all that, that’s inviting. The garden, the Kit’s courtyard is 

really cute and is nice. They do a really good job of just maintenance in the school. We’re 

always really careful about just little things. If stair treads are coming off and stuff like 

that, we’re really fussy about all of that stuff. We do a facility tour every year, and it’s just 

like marking off continuous different things. Just little things, little signs that fall off.  

Peter went on to say: 

It was clear to me early on that even the older portion of the school was still kept in very 

good repair. There’s not many schools that you can see statewide that have a building 

built in the early 1900’s that is in as good as shape at it is. The school is the showcase of 

our community, and that place should be spick and span, top notch, because you never 

know when a family is going to walk in there and say we’d like to take a look at your 

school. If the sign out front isn’t update, or if there are plaques on the wall that haven’t 

been updated for three or four years just because somebody has walked by, to me that 

makes the family go hmmmm. They are missing out. They’re missing these things. 

A parent, Elizabeth stated, “Everything just looked, physically was clean and neat. And we felt 

that way about the town though too, not just the school. It is just really Norman Rockwell-ish I 

guess.” 

 Shared Spaces. A unique feature of the Baxter community is the relationship between 

the school and the community. The school and community of Baxter share physical spaces. The 

city and school joined forces and have one shared library. The city is responsible for the books 

for the toddlers and the adults, while the school budget provides the books for the school-aged 

students. The library is housed inside the school and one librarian funded by the school is on 
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duty during school hours and a second librarian funded by the city is on duty after school and 

during the summer. The two work together to ensure seamless transitions for both students and 

community members. Peter, a community leader summed up the partnership in this way,  

We were way ahead of our time. That's another thing when we tell people that we have a 

joint city school/library and they're like oh, how's that go? It goes great. And if you think 

about it, you're doubling down on resources that you shouldn't be doing. The trouble is, 

especially in small schools and small towns, everybody gets territorial. That's mine. This 

is ours. And nobody's going to interfere with that. They have all those kids in there and 

we have the senior citizens in here, but what they're really missing out is that opportunity 

for those senior citizens to interact with those kids on a daily basis. And for the kids to be 

able to see, hey this is important to these folks too. And we will treat them with respect 

and that because these people have paid for it, worked their whole lives, and they're in 

here. And then the symbiotic relationship of all those generations together. I'll never 

forget when we did the advertising campaign when we were starting Westfield [housing 

development] and that, Bernice Leek, a community icon and grandmother to us all, sitting 

down in the well after we built all that on, and she said, ‘Come join us.’  And here's one 

of the old matriarchs in the community sitting with all the little kids around her. That 

symbolizes it very well. 

Charles, a father of an open enrolled student also commented on the community aspect of the 

shared library.  

I like that it has some community space in the school because I think that that keeps the 

community invested in the school. They care about the school because it's front and 

center every time they use that. And every time they meet there. So I like having the 
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school as a community center as well as just K-12 education. I like that. I think that will 

insure some long-term success for them.  

 There is also a second shared space at the Baxter Community School. There is a fitness 

center that is attached to the school building and is used by both the students and the community. 

The fitness center is free of charge and is open during school hours to anyone who chooses to use 

it. For a small one-time fee of $10 patrons can buy a card that gains them 24-hour access to the 

fitness center. This joint effort is another way to bring the community into the school on a 

regular basis. This reciprocal relationship adds to the sense of the school being the heart of the 

community. Daniel, a school leader, explained why this partnership is so critical to both the 

school and community: 

A point that I really appreciate, and this goes again back to [former superintendent], when 

we bonded out to do the west gym and that side of the building over there, that wellness 

center was just a masterful way to go about that. To offer the community something, to 

offer a partnership to the community in a manner that helps sell that you need their help, 

but you are going to offer them something, is just a masterful way to go about that. I don't 

think it was manipulative in any way. I think it was just a way to say look we're a 

community center. We want a partner and this is one of the ways we are going to do that, 

but we need your partnership and your help as well. I think it was a win-win situation. 

And that's one of the things that I think the community of Baxter prides themselves on. 

When I got here, I remember very clearly one of the directives I was given is keep those 

partnerships strong. Build more if you can, but keep seeking that and continuing to do 

that. 
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Amber, an open enrolled mother, commented, “I think when you walk in you notice the wellness 

area. I think people from other towns go oh wow.”  Another mother commented, “You get 

community members come out and help, they hold chains at football games. They help run the 

track meets. I think the wellness center and library in town also add to that community. There are 

old ladies in there walking.”  It was very clear that the shared school and community spaces are a 

positive addition to the Baxter school and to the Baxter community.  

Theme 2: The Location of the School and Community are Convenient 

 Baxter is located in central Iowa. It is approximately 15 minutes from Newton, 30 

minutes from the state capitol of Des Moines, about 40 minutes from Ames, and about 30 

minutes from Marshalltown. All four of these communities are major employers to many people 

living in or attending school in Baxter. The geographical location of Baxter lends itself to the 

convenience of parents who chose to open enroll their children. A school leader, Connor, stated:  

I have to believe that anybody who moves to Baxter, the school district would have to be 

at or very near the top of your list of reasons to move here. So if you move to Baxter, I 

don't know anybody that didn’t come check out the school or figure that out. Because if 

you're moving to Baxter, there's a job, but it’s probably not a job in Baxter. So you are 

working somewhere else. You probably looked at a couple different towns, so people 

tour all the time and many of them end up choosing Baxter.  

Charles, a father, stated: 

My opinion is that Baxter’s got a small school district and location wise it happens to be 

closer for many people. It’s closer for us, closer for the people on the outskirts of [a 

neighboring district], closer for the [another neighboring] School District and the 

outskirts. So you are getting those students by default, we are just in a good location.  
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Parents of resident students and open enrolled students alike often work outside the community 

and commute to and from work. One mother, Elizabeth, stated, “I commute, so that’s a decent 

drive. It wasn’t a terrible commute either.” Her husband, Chad, added, “Location wise it’s 

closer than our school district that we’re assigned I guess to.” 

A community leader, Lainey, said, “The location, it has to be the best thing going for 

Baxter.”  A school leader, Connor said, 

It's a perfect location. [Another city] is getting too big for some people. [That city] is 

going nuts. It's going to connect to [large metro suburb] soon. I think that was 

[Neighboring small town’s] hope. If I remember right [Neighboring small town] was 

hoping they were going to be the next big growth. I don't think so. I think it's going to be 

Baxter. 

Theme 3: The Safety of Students is Important 

School safety is an issue for many school leaders and Baxter is no exception. The Baxter 

Community School prides itself on being a community school and that lends itself to some 

internal conflict. School leaders want to invite the community to be a part of the school and are 

proud of the shared school and community spaces, but this needs to be balanced with the need to 

control who enters the school while students are present. School and community leaders have a 

responsibility to keep children safe while at school, but Baxter has a unique school and 

community partnership that makes the locking down the school a bit more of a challenge because 

there are shared spaces between the community and the school district. These spaces are located 

within the school building and both the library and the fitness center have doors opening into the 

interior of the school, but both are in locations of the school where there is easy access from the 

outside with nowhere that guests are required to check in for access to use the spaces. 
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As a community school Baxter shares several school spaces with the community 

including a library and a fitness center. The district has realized the need to keep children safe 

and together with community leaders they are working on plans to ensure the safety of the 

children, while still allowing access to the building by community members during school hours.  

Rob, a school leader, stated: 

This is a school community building. When [retired superintendent] was here, we prided 

ourselves on this as a school community building which meant open. And then some of 

the school safety things happened. Columbine happened and Sandy Hook happened, and 

we really had to reflect on safety of students versus are we open and inviting and to 

community. We are really battling the school community library right now because we 

are one of the few districts that have a school-community library. So when you have a 

school-community library, how do you stop people from coming inside? Once you do 

that, you really are saying anybody can come into your school almost anytime that you 

want. So right now we are going to probably go to these card reader things which can 

kind of help some of that, but once they come into the library you are still not stopping 

them from coming into your school. So that's a really philosophical question our board is 

struggling with administratively.  

Rob went on to say: 

Some people are going to say the school should be locked down. Our kids should be safe 

all the time, yet there's other people that have always felt like this is our school 

community building and that's why we have a fitness facility and library. Those are just 

really tough questions probably for somebody has been here third or fourth longest, it's 

hard for me to come to that other side. I've just always felt like we are pretty open and let 
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people. But there is that safety factor. We sure want your kids to be safe. So I think you 

are going to see card readers real soon here. That will at least make some things safer. I 

would guarantee we are on the side very few schools I would guess would be more open 

than our building is open now. We are starting to move that way. 

Daniel, another school leader, said, 

Parents appreciate the rural setting. We're in a smaller town. They feel safer. I will tell 

you that that isn't necessarily always true, and this is why we're increasing security here 

at the building this year by further securing the outside doors and putting in cameras and 

things like that, but the feel is much safer. But part of that is because more adults are 

caring and watching over as if they were their own children. So I think those are some of 

the main reasons why people come here that I've noticed.  

Charles, an open enrolled father, described how safe the school felt for his family and his young 

son and he described the sense of community that added to the feeling of safety. He stated, 

Proximity and for me a sense of community. I can't stress that enough for me. For me 

having been a stay at home dad and have him by my side his whole life, for dropping my 

son off with somebody else, that is a gut wrenching thing. But there is a safety in once 

you know a few people in a community and then you start to meet more and more and 

more. That's a safety net. If my kid's wondering around in the streets after school if he's 

doing something he shouldn’t, or is he's just confused as to where he's going, I have this 

feeling that it will be okay. And so for me I like the security of the community. 

Bullying Appears Rare and Is Dealt with Immediately. Parents who open enrolled felt 

like the Baxter Schools did a good job of keeping their children safe. No parent mentioned any 

concerns with the safety of their student. Another interesting finding was no parents mentioned 
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bullying as a safety issue at Baxter. All parents said their children felt safe at school and if they 

ever saw any bullying it was dealt with immediately. In a conversation with Skip and Amber, 

they both reflected on their children’s’ experiences at Baxter. Skip, the father said:  

I hadn't thought of this as a safety issue, but I don’t think we've had a situation with either 

of our kids, where they were ever bullied. I have never heard them even talk about that. 

They talk about it because they've learned you can't bully and all of that. And maybe I'm 

wrong. That may happen and we just escaped it. 

Amber, a parent of two open enrolled students said,  

But when bullying is such a big deal, you just read stories every day about it. And I don't 

think that it happens very often here, and if it happens it's nipped. I am pretty confident 

that they don't put up with that. Maybe teachers take it on the first line. Maybe teachers 

really know how to stop it. I know they have addressed bullying in BAY and how to stop 

it if they see it. That is interesting. Where I've heard from other schools that it’s a big 

deal. I know of at least four or five instances from the same school where they are like it 

is part of our culture. Hair being set on fire is an example. That would be a bad incident. 

Some of those kids have since moved to Baxter to escape the bullying. I don't want to 

give the impression that we have it figured out. It’s not utopia here and thank goodness 

because if it were utopia, our kids wouldn't know how to handle the real world at all.  

Aggregate Environment Themes 

As suggested by Strange and Banning (2015), the aggregate environment addresses the 

role human characteristics play in forming the environment. Environments are transmitted 

through people in the environment and the dominant features of any given environment are 

collections of the characteristics of the individual who inhabit the environment (Strange & 



102	
	

	 	

Banning, 2015). There are three themes that emerged from the aggregate environment. The first 

was differentiation for the needs of students is a common practice at Baxter. The second theme 

was building relationships and creating a sense of belonging are important. The final theme in 

the aggregate environment was small schools bring multiple opportunities to participate.  

Theme 1: Differentiation for the Needs of Students is a Common Practice 

 Baxter is a small school that has a limited selection of classes, but this smaller number of 

course offerings does not limit the opportunities for Baxter’s students. One thing that was 

mentioned several times by many participants was Baxter Community School’s willingness to do 

anything needed to meet the individual needs of their students. Differentiation ranged from 

arranging classes at a relatively close university for a student to travel to and enroll in classes 

that met her needs to accelerating classes so students who were ready could quickly pass through 

required course work in order to take classes that followed their passions. This willingness to 

differentiate to meet the needs of students was a common theme that emerged from the 

participants.  

The school leaders in Baxter know that an important aspect for parents is the 

individualized attention for students in this district. This individualized attention is a district wide 

effort and Kate, a parent and district leader, said, 

Rob [a school leader] is constantly thinking of new ideas, and he's so passionate. I wish 

people could sit in there sometimes or I wish they would come and just listen. Just listen 

to the principal's reports. Just listen to the exciting things that they're trying to do to make 

everybody succeed in that school. I don't know. I didn't know it, but I wish that I could 

just shout it from the rooftops and say just come listen because he's always thinking of 

something. They both are, but Rob in particular is always trying to figure out ways to 
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help each kid and socially too, it’s the same thing. I think we have a great staff of 

teachers that are just looking out for the best interest of every student. We talk about 

them, the students. We talk about all of them. 

Rob, a school leader, said,  

I think it goes to the individual kid, which is really good for Baxter because that's one of 

the things we want to hang our hat on. That smaller is better because we can go to the 

individual need. What specific thing do you need no matter what it is? And we probably 

can identify it quicker than most because when you are in a class of thirteen and you're 

struggling academically or struggling emotionally, you can get in to see the counselor a 

whole lot quicker or that teacher is going to recognize it a whole lot sooner and figure out 

what you need.  

Daniel, a school leader, explained some of the opportunities offered to students at Baxter, 

Right now we have partnerships with [a larger district]. We have partnerships with 

DMACC [community college], Online offerings. Meg does an amazing job from a TAG 

standpoint in offering kids a variety of things that they may not get access to here. What 

I'm working very hard on is look, can they take something in the place of something else 

because sometimes graduation requirements get in the way of me being able to explore 

something kids really want to explore. Casey could have been on a certain track, had a 

very different plan, and taken courses that really meant a lot to him versus just going 

through our graduation requirement program. I get it. The state says we have to do it, so 

we do it. But there's different creative things I think we could do from the state level 

down to the local level. But we've been actually increasing the number of courses that are 

being taken outside of these walls and offerings to kids. So we're excited about that, and 
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Connor knows that that's a goal of mine to continue to increase that because we want 

students. If they don't have access here because we're small, at least they have access 

somewhere else through one of these other partnerships.  

Baxter school leaders know the limitations their size presents, but they are always 

looking for ways to meet the individual needs of students in their care. Rob described the 

individualized process that is used by some parents and school staff to design an academic plan 

for students. Rob went on to explain how the district leaders ensure that students’ individual 

needs are met regardless of how unique the needs are, 

Just like Courtney, does she want to go to Iowa State for a half day or every other day or 

whatever a schedule we can. It's just thinking outside the box. That's how Baxter can 

work because we can think outside the box to make each kid's educational plan different 

and fit for them, whether it's Newton’s DMACC Academy. We can make schedules to 

make it work for every kid. Most people don't even realize that. There's so much out 

there. There is so much flexibility. When we have parents come in and say what can we 

do. Maybe they do the legwork. I've had that. I know that this is happening. I had a parent 

come in and say this is a class on the Iowa State campus on Monday, Wednesday, and 

Friday at 10:00. How can this work into our schedule? Well it doesn't work very well, but 

if it's that important, we will make it work. 

Parents stated that the individual attention is an important reason they choose Baxter as the 

district to enroll. One parent, Skip, stated,  

I think academic wise, I think the thing academically, that has helped our kids is it is so 

individually tailored. Because like with [our son], I feel like no he is not probably getting 

his lab. He is not getting some of the stuff that other kids probably are getting at metro 
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schools, but I feel like to compensate for that, he is looked at very individually and there 

are opportunities given to him because they do know him. The same thing with [our 

daughter], she took a middle school creative writing AP class this year because her 

teachers know that's her passion. That's what she's great at so I feel like they do open up 

opportunities for kids. 

Skip also explained a reason they choose Baxter rather than a larger school, “I think if you were 

picking a school based solely on academics, you probably would not pick any small school, not 

just Baxter.”  Charles and Renee, parents of an elementary student, also discussed the 

differentiation that happens at the elementary level for his child,   

I know for [our son] they have been real accommodating. He's a pretty quick learner and 

challenged his teacher quite a bit, and she was always finding new things to challenge 

him with. I can't say enough good things about her and what she did. To recognize the 

fact that he was going to be done with it in a minute, and she needed to have something 

else for him. I think too, there were some kids in his class that probably were on the other 

spectrum that they spent just as much focus and trying to tailor that for their needs. 

Differentiation to meet the needs of students is a focus for the leadership at Baxter. One school 

leader, Kate, said,   

You just have to ask and I know unfortunately a lot of kids and parents don't, but Rob has 

always said, and I believe this to be true, if we don't offer it, we'll find it for you. I believe 

that to be true. We can't fix anything we don't know about, but I think administration is 

pretty good at knowing what a child needs and making sure that happens. We talk about 

that all the time too. 



106	
	

	 	

The leadership and the parents work together to meet the needs of the students in Baxter. This 

has been a focus for this district and it is important to the people involved in this case study.  

Theme 2:  Building Relationships and Creating a Sense of Belonging are Important 

 The second theme that arose in the aggregate environment was building relationships and 

creating a sense of belonging is important to the stakeholders in the Baxter community. The 

district leadership and community leadership work hard to ensure students feel connected to the 

people in the district and that the students feel a sense of belonging with other members of the 

school community.  

The district surveyed students to find out how many participated in some sort of extra-

curricular activity and over 92% of the students in the middle school and high school participate 

in at least one extracurricular activity and many participate in several activities. The students 

were also asked if they had at least one adult at school that they felt they had a relationship with. 

Most students indicated they had at least one caring adult they had a relationship with, but there 

were a few who did not have anyone they felt close to at the school. The principal and guidance 

counselor met with each student who did not feel connected at school and made a plan to help 

them find a place at Baxter. This is one indicator of the focus on relationships and belonging at 

Baxter. Parents, community leaders and school leaders all mentioned the power of relationships 

and a sense of belonging at Baxter Community School District. Elizabeth, a parent of two 

students at Baxter, shared her experience with relationship building between staff and students, 

We liked that there were at least 2 sections of every grade level. The teachers all seemed 

to know everybody, all the kids. We were welcome at any time. That was kind of new to 

me. Once we were there they knew us. 
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Another parent, Renee, share her experience with relationships built at a small school like Baxter 

compared to her experience as a student in a large school, 

For me it was coming from a big school, there were some things that I felt like I was able 

to probably get that maybe Victor won't be able to as much. Also, I don't feel like I got 

the relationships. I knew like ten people out of the 1000 in my class. You don't get to 

build the relationships in the larger school that you do in the small.  

Another parent, Charles explained, “There are benefits either way. For me there are more 

benefits than not to the size of Baxter versus a bigger community. I think that that is one of the 

biggest draws for me.”  

Rob, a school leader, explained: 

We started this two years ago, we stole it from somebody else, and it’s called 

connectedness. We did a survey and we asked kids all these questions about being 

involved. One of the things we ask is do you feel connected to two or more staff 

members, one staff member, or zero staff members. If its zero, then we do this thing 

through a group and find out who it is so we find out which kid is not connected to 

anybody. It its one staff member that they feel connected to, we let that staff member 

know, [a student] said he's only connected to staff member. Rob August, you're it, just so 

you know that. Kind of an at risk kid. Sometimes its eyes wide open. Wow, we would 

have thought that kid's connected to a lot of teachers but they're not. Or whatever just so 

that staff member knows that. Or hey, 91% of our kids say they are connected to two or 

more staff members. So it's pretty interesting. We do that in the fall to start the school 

year so we know what kids are connected and not connected.  
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Connor, a school leader, discussed the district’s sustained effort over time to keep build 

relationships as a district priority: 

A couple years before I came, Rob talked about how the state made them choose between 

rigor relevance and relationships, and Baxter chose relationships. So I think that's when 

the advisory program kind of came about. As we reflect on that, I think students, high 

school, and secondary teachers, of course elementary teachers build relationships with 

their students, but I think our high school students, our high school staff, and our middle 

school staff do that probably without that advisory program.  

Connor went on to explain: 

I think just the fact that you are going to build relationships throughout years, not just one 

year. There are a lot of students that stay in contact with teachers after they graduate. And 

I don't know how common that is. If you're in a big school and you've had a math teacher 

for Algebra II. That's what our kids tell us in our senior exit interviews anyway. Just that 

they reflect on some of their positive experiences and that seems to be one, the fact that 

they've built relationships and trust with the staff members. 

Another school leader and parent, Kate, said: 

I think just from a board member perspective, talking about an individual, John Smith, in 

the board meetings. What can we do for him to help him? You know that the teachers are 

talking about him. And then also just I've heard it from a hundred parents. They drop 

their child off at Baxter, and they just know that they're going to be well taken care of. 

They don't worry about them. They're going to be taken care of from the librarian to the 

custodian. They have their back. If your child is off that day, there are so many people 

that know the personality of your child, that you're going to be getting probably five 
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phone calls or text messages, like hey, is so and so okay today. It's like ok you're the 

school secretary and that's not your job, but yet here, it is. 

A community leader, Peter, also said: 

The smallness offers the closer relationships. The smallness offers an opportunity for a 

[teacher] or [another teacher] to say they're really acting a little bit off today. They have a 

closer relationship than a lot of the teachers do because of BAY. But it also allows them 

to get to the other kids and say hey, check in with Johnny. He's having a tough day. It's 

obvious. It’s just things like that. In the big schools its bell rings, everybody runs. Go to 

class. Run. Class. Smaller schools I think make it much easier to work with those that 

might need a little bit more. 

Daniel, a school leader in Baxter, discussed the reason parents report choosing Baxter: 

Of course they come here for the relationships. When you compare, and again I've had 

the opportunity to be in different sized districts, so I've seen this. If you are in [Large 

metro school], you don't necessarily get the same type of attention, and I'm talking from 

adult to student now, in the classroom. The relationship building just is not the same. The 

commitment to the community to the student is not the same. So there are pros and there 

are cons to that. We are small and when you think of a larger school they may have more 

offerings in terms of course offerings, but they certainly don't have that humanistic aspect 

that we offer. 

Parents and community members all discussed the sense of belonging that students feel in 

Baxter. The sense of belonging to the school community is demonstrated by 92% of the students 

participating in some type of school sponsored extra curricular activity. Also, nearly half of the 

middle school and high school student body attending a weekly Wednesday night non-
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denominational Christian youth group referred to as BAY, Baxter Area Youth. BAY is held at 

the school and taught by two Baxter teachers and their spouses.  

This community has focused on ensuring the Baxter Community School District feels 

like a family for its students and parents. Two parents, Chad and Elizabeth commented on the 

sense of belonging that is felt by students and staff at Baxter. Chad said, “I think that is one of 

our selling points probably more than anything else. They are very proud to be from Baxter.” 

Chad went on to explain:  

I don't remember being friends with any of my teachers, but that was a different time too. 

Now I feel like they are actually friends with their teachers, which is give or take, good, 

bad, but it’s a different comfort level maybe. I never talked even about my teachers when 

I was not there.  

Elizabeth elaborated:  

I think a portion of it probably comes from BAY. Those kids see their teachers in a 

different environment and in a different leadership role. And then to go and stay with 

them for a week and work for a week, I think supports a lot of camaraderie that they have 

and the pride that they have. 

Chad also said, “The teachers know your kids better. The administration knows. The only 

time I knew my administration is because I was in trouble. The fact that they know them just to 

know them is something.”   

Daniel, a school leader, discussed a type of student and why they find a place in Baxter: 

Sometimes in high school you get students here because they are leaving a troubled 

situation that is true sometimes. One of the things Rob and I have talked a lot about, is 

those students may not be successful elsewhere, but they come here and they are very 
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successful. And so that comes back to why that's happening. It's the relationships. It's the 

caring. Staff members. The connectivity from adult to student that they are getting here 

that they might not get elsewhere. So I think that's one of the main reasons that they come 

here. 

Although not a school sponsored event, the Baxter Area Youth group was mentioned by 

every participant as having a positive impact on the relationships between students, staff and 

parents. It also had a positive impact on the sense of belonging felt by students at the Baxter 

Community School regardless of whether they attend BAY or not. The students that attend BAY 

are noted to be among the leaders in the student body and the caring way they treat their fellow 

students was reflected in the conversations with the parents, school and community leaders.  

This program has impacted the school culture at Baxter in a positive way. Daniel, a 

school leader at Baxter, explained how the group benefits the school without being directly tied 

to the school: 

I'll be honest, when I first came here I thought BAY. It's the religious side. Are we 

infringing in any way?  I don't feel that way at all now. I imagine in a larger area, you 

might get some challenges. But in Baxter, this is the type of thing that helps our kids be 

well rounded. You think about all the things that they are learning there that school has 

not had a hand in, other than the fact that it happens here because they use our facilities. 

It develops a really strong character in a person. I think about all the trips that they take. I 

think about all the learning that happens, and I think about how that carries back over into 

our school environment just being a good person. I think it's definitely a benefit to us. 

The people that are running BAY, I have great respect for and appreciation for the work 

that they're doing. I think it's a huge benefit to us.  
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Peter, a community leader, discussed the impact BAY has on the students’ sense of belonging: 

We don't allow anybody to be left behind. I think it's easy for schools sometimes if 

somebody is struggling a little bit or having a little bit of trouble, that they just kind of 

drift away or drift off to the side, and we try not to allow that to happen. We bring them 

closer together. A lot of times the teachers talk to us about Bay kids. You can tell who's a 

BAY kid and who's not. Are you upholding that? Are you upholding that in the 

classroom? Are you upholding that in the hallways? Are you upholding that in track 

practice or band practice? Are you upholding that when nobody's looking? What you're 

doing, would you want them to come report to [the leaders] and say this is what Will or 

Trice Clapper did today. Those kids think about that.  

Kate, a school leader and mother of three, explained how the group helps her with parenting: 

They teach these kids to just be good people. It takes a village to raise your kids, and that 

is a hell of a village to have helping you. I count on [the leaders]. I call them when I'm 

having trouble with something, with one of the kids, the older ones because they know 

them. I need some parent advice here, and I know that they love our kids. I just think it's 

an integral part of the whole thing and why it works.  

Lainey, a community leader, who does not have children old enough to attend BAY, yet still 

notes the impact the group has on the school and the community: 

I've seen them up there, and they all are so great with each other. And they're excited to 

be there. I've seen pictures of the mission trips. They are so excited to go on them that I'm 

like I can't wait until my kids are old enough. But I think it sets an example, especially 

for the younger kids, on things that they should be doing. You should be volunteering 

your time. You should be helping people. So I like that that's there. I like that younger 
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kids get to see the older kids. Because it gets them excited so if my son knew Will, he 

would be like Will was in this so I should do it. It kind of gives them that lead in to at 

least try it. I do think BAY is a great example that they are doing a lot. I guess. It gives 

Baxter a good name. I've never heard anyone say anything bad about BAY so I think that 

they are doing a great job with those programs. 

Kate, a parent and school leader, also discussed BAY and the impact it has on student’s sense of 

belonging in Baxter: 

I think really there are a couple things that make this whole thing work for us, and I think 

BAY is one of them. I think that bringing that 7th-12th all together. Consider the mission 

trip, all those kids; they weren't a freshman or a senior. You were just a person, and 

you're all together. I think that just overflows to the daily lives of them in school. They 

see each other as just one of their buddies. Not an underclassman or a middle school kid. 

A sense of belonging, I think definitely. I think Bay has a lot to do with that. We talk 

about individual kids in our board meetings, so I sure as heck know that teachers and 

administrators talk about individual kids. So I think that's the beauty of Baxter. We really 

individualize every student. We know everybody. 

Kate went on to describe the experiences of students at Baxter helping to ensure that all students 

feel a sense of belonging: 

I think that one thing I've noticed is that we kind of use kids to include kids. Not 

necessarily the staff, but they have programs set to kids mentoring kids, which kind of 

helps and makes kids feel more involved. I was thinking about that and the Big Sister/Big 

Brother program kind of. I've heard things too like high school kids going into the 

classrooms and things like that. I think all of that helps. We could do better. I worry about 
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kids that are left out. They started a program where there's a bench at the playground, if a 

child is sitting on the bench, then that means they don’t have anybody to play with, A 

Buddy Bench. So they've kind of started that. I think that's kind of awesome. [My 

daughter] talks about that, so I think that's working. Little things here and there help. 

Rob, a school leader, discussed the importance of the small school and how that helps 

students with finding the right fit for them whether it is academically in the classroom or with 

extra-curricular activities students find a place to belong: 

I think it's the personalization both with staff and with kids. So relationships. Knowing 

your teacher. Class size. Not falling through the cracks. Being able to ask questions. 

Being able to get the classes that you want. Getting answers to fitting personalized 

schedules. What we just talked about. It's all those things. I'm not the great athlete, but 

boy I can still get out there and play all those sports and be in the play and be in FFA and 

be in the band and all that stuff. That's really what it's all about. If those aren't important, 

we can't compete with AP lit and all those types of classes. We just don't have them, but 

in a bigger school, you're not going to be able to play three sports and know your teacher 

and all those types of things. 

Theme 3:  Small School Brings Multiple Opportunities to Participate 

Baxter district leadership encouraged students to try extra-curricular activities. Charles, 

the father of an elementary student, commented about the shared experiences many people from 

Baxter share because so many have had the opportunity to participate in a number of school 

sponsored activities: 

It adds to the sense of community. I think that it gives the students a sense of their place 

in time while they're here. They are from Baxter and they have all these experiences that 
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if they 20 years from now say I'm from Baxter, they have those shared experiences. 

They're all going to have enough of those same experiences; it's going to really solidify a 

big portion of who they are. I think that's neat. A lot of communities can't provide all that. 

If people meet up with somebody from Baxter, even a generation apart, I think they're 

going to have so much in common because of those experiences. 

Chad and Elizabeth, parents of middle school and high school students, reflected on the 

opportunities to participate in activities and how that participation builds a sense of belonging to 

the school community. They also reflected on the relationships that are formed when students are 

a part of a team or involved in a school group. Elizabeth said, “The fact they don't have to try out 

to make anything. They give them a uniform no matter what. It at least encourages them to try.” 

Chad explained why students often try multiple activities, “The fact that you have a chance to 

make every team is good rather than saying man there's no way. I'm not going to bother.”  He 

went on to say: 

You have the option to do everything if you want to and they encourage you to do 

everything. Heck, they flat out said at 6th grade orientation, hey we want you to go out 

for choir. We will give you extra time if you do go out for choir. We will make time for 

you to do. And band. Do both. We want you to do everything. I don't know that you ever 

get that lecture at a huge school or a bigger school. Rob flat out said that. We will give 

you more time to do other stuff if you go out for band and choir. We will make sure you 

have time for it. Don't let that be the reason not to take it. That was actually a good thing.  

Amber and Skip, another set of parents, agreed with Chad and Elizabeth when discussing 

opportunities to participate in activities at Baxter, Amber said: 
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I think the smallness offers kids the opportunity to do a lot of different things. They don't 

have to be the best cross-country runner. They don't have to be the best dancer to be on 

the dance team. I think they can be as involved as they want to be. 

Skip, agreed saying: 

When you go to a large school district you've got your middle school or junior high year 

on the team, but then by the time you get to high school you got a class of 400 kids and 

they let 12 people be on the basketball team. That's a big deal. So there's a more sense 

you can be well rounded. You can be in music. You can be in drama. You can be in 

sports. You can be academic. I think you have to specialize at a larger school. 

Organizational Environment Themes 

The organizational environment and refers to the structure by which an organization 

operates, achieves goals, and distributes resources. Organizations can be highly complex with 

multiple layers of bureaucracy or relatively flat with minimal hierarchal layers, but ultimately 

organizations are judged by how effectively they meet their end goals (Strange & Banning, 

2015). Two themes emerged from the data analysis. The first theme is ensuring easy access to 

district leadership is important. The second theme is the organizational structure at Baxter 

provides for focusing on student development.  

Theme 1: Ensuring Easy Access to District Leadership is Important 

 Baxter prides itself on easy access to the leadership ranging from the school board 

members to the school based leadership team including the superintendent, the two building 

principals, and the guidance counselor. All of these leaders understand the importance of being 

accessible to the patrons of the district. Parents are less concerned with direct access to district 



117	
	

	 	

leadership, but they do admit that if they have a concern, they know where to go and they know 

they will get an answer. Kate, a school leader, said:  

Access to leadership is very important. I can access it easily, of course, but I worry about 

people who are not on the board like I am, do they have access. I get approached a lot 

when I'm out and about. I'm okay with that and I hope that people feel like they can 

approach me and I'm approachable. 

Peter, a community leader, echoed Kate’s thoughts: 

[The school leaders] are always very responsive to me. And yes it's important. I'm the 

kind of guy that I don't ask a question unless there's something going on that I really need 

to know about. I think you have some people that are constantly back and forth, and they 

do become a grind. But I know they get responded to as well. But every time that I've 

presented an issue or talked about it, it has been handled. It may not have been the 

resolve that I've wanted at the end, but they handled it quickly and efficiently.  

Lainey, another community leader, agreed with Peter: 

I work very closely with [the superintendent] on Hometown Pride as well as the summit 

stuff we've been working on. So I feel like I have easy access. I could go to the school 

board if I wanted to. And I did when I presented the summit stuff. I feel like if you want 

that access it's there for you. Whether people take advantage of it or not, it is there. 

All the parents interviewed mentioned they do not need to have regular contact with the 

school leadership, but all of them recalled if they ever had an issue, it was always responded to in 

a timely manner and they were very happy with the access to the school leaders in Baxter. A 

parent, Amber mentioned, “As members of the community you could search out any of them 

[school leaders], and I have no doubt that they would be willing to talk to you about a concern.” 
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 Charles, an open enrolled parent in the Baxter community, commented on the easy access 

to district leadership as well: 

We've had some interaction with the elementary principal because his son is in the same 

grade. He was maybe more accessible a little bit in some feeling, not that we've needed 

anything. I think he seemed to be the few times I was at the school; he was seen in the 

hallway. He was visiting with kids. It was not like he was secluded in some office and 

stuff. I would say he would seem pretty accessible. Even the board is accessible.  

Another parent, Chad explained the relationship to the superintendent and students in 

Baxter, “He might not know every kid’s name, but he knows who they are. I don’t know that it’s 

a deal breaker, but its semi convenient.”  Connor, a school leader in Baxter, described how the 

district makes easy access to leadership a priority to potential open enrolled families: 

I know we make it priority when we know kids are coming to visit our school. We try to 

make sure the parents, if they want to meet with [elementary principal], [high school 

principal], or [superintendent], we are very willing. Hey, I'll spend 15 minutes talking to 

the family just to make sure that they see that he's on board too. I'd say we're pretty good 

with that.  

Daniel, a school leader, discussed his philosophy regarding easy access to leadership by the 

community: 

One of the things, I did when I first came in here was I went around and I met people. 

One of the things that I always did was invited them any time that they wanted to visit. 

My door was always open. It's always open for them. I'll be honest with you; I very 

seldom don't have time if somebody comes in here, I will stop what I am doing and have 

that conversation with her. Whether I want to talk to that person or not, I'm going to sit 
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down and visit. We have people right now that they are like a burr under your saddle, but 

I will entertain that conversation and I will gladly have it, because I think that's a better 

approach than not. Being standoff ish or having a closed door only breeds negativity and 

low support and we certainly don't want that. Now I'm not saying it's perfect. I'm not 

saying people hear what they want to hear or get the response they want, but nonetheless 

most people that walk through here are going to get a conversation if they ask for one.  

In this community, having access to district leadership is important to many stakeholders. 

People understand that the leaders are busy, but knowing they will make time to meet with 

patrons is a positive aspect of the Baxter community.  

Theme 2:  Organizational Structure Provides for Focusing on Student Development  

 The Baxter Community School District is a small school with a K-12 enrollment under 

500 students. This fact alone can limit the number of academic courses offered on the campus of 

Baxter. While this statement is true, it does not deter parents and students from enrolling in the 

school system. One finding of this study was the emphasis parents, community, and school 

leaders put on the non-academic learning opportunities provided by the Baxter schools. Parents, 

school leaders and community leaders were all quick to point out academics were very important 

to the Baxter schools and the Baxter community. They were also willing to elaborate on all the 

alternative kinds of learning that are equally important and available in Baxter that might not be 

as readily available in other districts. Kate, a school leader, explained: 

We emphasize academics a lot, but we also realize that we do a really good job with the 

soft parts and we know that. For whatever reason that's just really easy for us in Baxter. 

That just comes easy. Thank God. So we're always working on the academics parts 

harder because the other stuff just comes so easy. But they're all equally important. 
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Lainey, a community leader, and parent added: 

Obviously academics are important. But I also think all those other things are important 

like teaching leadership and responsibility and volunteering for things. I don’t mind 

giving up some of those academic things if we are getting other things out of it because 

it's not just about being smart. That's not what life is about. And I feel like sometimes you 

are going to go further if you know how to be a leader and you know how to take charge 

and you know that you're not the only one that's important. I always think this, not 

everyone has money. That's what you are going to get academically. You are going to get 

a good job. But everyone has time. You can volunteer. Everyone has a heart. So by 

teaching those other things, I really feel like that's more important. So I'm okay with 

giving up some of those academic things. They can go to college for that stuff. 

Another parent, Skip agreed, “I see it all as a package. It’s a package deal that they get things 

socially and the nurturing part and the academic part. It's the whole package.”  Chad and 

Elizabeth were reflective about the value of academic opportunities verses the value of the softer 

skills offered at Baxter. Elizabeth, a parent, said:  

How important is it to have her be able to take calc seven versus have her be able to take 

math, but then also she gets to be a big sister and she gets to be in all four sports if she 

wants to.  

Chad, a parent, added: 

The big picture of life, the latter is probably more important. Her wanting to be a 

physicist, she is probably starting off behind some others, the truth of the matter is. But 

you can catch up on that. I would rather have her be able to catch up academically 

because you aren’t going to catch up socially as easily I don't think. 
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Rob, a school leader, explained how Baxter is encouraging both academic skills and life skills: 

I think we're getting better and probably do a decent job on the soft skills of preparing 

kids outside of Baxter. I think we're aware that we're a very small little pocket and there's 

a big world out there. I am concerned more and probably trying to lead and help prepare 

more academically for the life outside of Baxter. I even think about your daughter, 

Courtney. I think maybe our top end kids will probably survive and do okay. It's that next 

little chunk that think their pretty good academically here, and then they get to that 4-year 

university and go, oh my, I wasn't ready. Because we just don't push. It's just maybe we're 

not as strong rigorous as we need to be here. Or it's hard for us to be. But for real world 

skills and real life skills, I think we've really improved. I think we do a pretty good job. 

And really top end kids, obviously they're just fine because of who they are. I think it's 

that next little chunk would probably what I'm most concerned about. That B+ type 20-24 

on their ACT type kid that I think could get to college and struggle, but that is an area we 

are working on getting better. 

Rob also talked about the importance of building leadership skills in the students and the teams 

at Baxter: 

It used to just be well, this is a bad leader or class, and so we just lived with it. Now, just 

like this morning with [a teacher] and I teaching 7th graders some leadership things. 

Showing some YouTube videos. We were showing some Michael Jordan stuff and 

starting to teach kind of those types of things. It doesn't happen overnight, but instead of 

just accepting jerks as your leaders. I even go to [a student]. When he was a freshman we 

always wrote down, I never write who do you want to be your captain. I write questions 

for kids on our exit interviews in football, which player best exemplifies who a Raider is 
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or who would you want to see leading this football team and things like that. [A student] 

got the most votes out of anybody as a freshman. So then I ask kids at least over here, 

why do you think [a student] got the most votes? And it was things like work ethic. And 

it was respect. And it was how he treats others, those types of words. So, I think those are 

types of things that we are teaching our leaders. And as long as we have those types of 

things, we may not win all the games. We may not win half our games, but we are going 

to move forward in the right direction. 

Connor, a school leader, also discussed the importance of providing leadership opportunities to 

the students at Baxter: 

Well this is what I tell people. I say [a larger metro school] is going to be able to offer 

you an extra science elective. It's going to be able to offer you maybe an extra English 

elective. But you're not going to have the opportunities to lead in a district the way that 

you have in Baxter. And then I would go on a spiel about all those things that you can do, 

building to building and the relationships that you can form, the difference that you can 

make in this district. Think about your kids and the difference that they've made in the 

district. Could they have done that in [a larger metro school]? Maybe. But I don't know if 

it would happen as frequently as what it can happen in Baxter. And hopefully we need to 

recognize that and sell that. 

Renee, the mother of an elementary student, explained how her experiences in a large school 

were different than the experiences her son is having at Baxter, but she was not disappointed 

with his experiences. Renee said, 

Yeah, they would miss out on that. But I think there's the connections are stronger. What 

we saw with Victor and his kindergarten class, it was about a balance of so many things. 
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It wasn't just learning your ABCs or doing your math. He would come home with his 

projects and stuff that talked about things in the environments and jobs. I went in and 

talked to the class. So I think they really did try to make it more than just the basics. I 

think the connections between him going to math club and being with other kids and 

older kids. Having some of that stuff happening and being part of different things. I think 

he's getting a broad range of experience that well that's well rounded. 

Her husband, Charles, discussed his role as a parent who partners with the school: 

For me I also take the parenting role seriously enough where it is the school's job to 

prepare a kid for the real world, but it's also the parent's job too. So if there is not an 

opportunity there, it's up to us to figure out what else is needed. From what I've seen, it 

seems like Baxter has prepared people for after school. I think it is as well as any other 

school around. 

Parents, school, and community leaders all agree that one of the draws of the Baxter Community 

School District is their emphasis on producing well rounded students who have leadership, 

collaboration, and teamwork skills as well as academic skills.  

Socially Constructed Environment Themes 

The final environment in Strange and Banning’s model (2015) is the socially constructed 

environment, which refers to the collective perceptions, general impressions, and intuited 

understandings, communicated though stories, conversations, artifacts, symbols, and rituals 

observed in the environment. Environmental press is the characteristic demands or features of the 

environment as perceived by those who live in the particular environment (Strange & Banning, 

2015). The first theme that emerged from the data analysis relative to this environment is the 

school is the heart of the community. The second theme is as demographics change the 
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community is working on welcoming all, and the third theme is recruiting and marketing of the 

school and the community attracts open enrollment families.  

Theme 1:  The School is the Heart of the Community 

 When asking the participants to describe one thing in the community that is iconic or 

describes the community every one of the 12 participants had the same answer, the school. The 

Baxter Community School is truly the center of the community. Kate, a school leader, said:  

Well the school, definitely. And I think you could ask any community member, and say 

what makes this community, and they'll say the school. I, of course, think that. It's like 

saying your kids are the greatest kids. But I am really proud of that school, and I think it 

makes our town, without sounding condescending. You know what I mean? It's the center 

or our town. 

Chad, a parent, added, “I would almost say the school itself actually is. It's tough to separate the 

school from the town. If you start thinking about it, it really is the same. It seems kind of unique 

actually when I think about it.”  Elizabeth, Chad’s wife, agreed, “It is the heart. People are proud 

of it in town. I think it is unique.”  Rob, a school leader, agreed the school is the center of the 

community: 

The first thing that popped in my mind is the school. I think all small towns probably say 

that the school is the center of the community. I believe that. For me coaching and stuff 

my mind goes straight to the track and the football field and the complex. That's pretty 

impressive for a school of 400 and classes of 30 to have that kind of a facility out there of 

that field and that track and even the baseball and softball and stuff. To see those rec 

complexes, that's pretty impressive. Everybody that comes out there says that. So I would 

say that would be it. 
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Daniel, another school leader, agreed, “Well without being self centered, I would say the school. 

That's what I would say but I don't want to be.”  Connor, a school leader, added: 

The obvious one is the school because there are so many community things with it. The 

park proximity and the library, that whole general area of town I think. I think everything 

operates around it. So many of the community events have been in the school. In the 

gym, I would say the school is the very center of the community. 

The community of Baxter has a long tradition of supporting the school. Over the years, 

the community has shown support in a variety of way, but the school and community leaders 

know they can count of the community to support their decisions. One school leader, Kate, 

explained it this way: 

Well, the school definitely is the heart of this community and I think you could ask any 

community member, and say what makes this community and they’ll say the school. I, of 

course, think that. It’s like saying your kids are the greatest kids. But I am really proud of 

that school, and I think it makes our town. 

 The school district has passed every bond issue put to a vote in the last thirty years. One 

current school leader explained how the community shows support to the school. Kate said, “I 

think just bonds passing. They pass with like 90%. We’re going to be talking in the near future 

about another one, and so we’re excited about that.”  A community leader, Peter, explained the 

support this way: 

Baxter citizens have always passed our school bond issues. And I remember talking to 

[retired school board member], and he had spent many years on the school board, and he 

said somebody paid for my kids, I’m paying for your kids, and someday you’ll pay for 

somebody else’s kids. And Baxter has always adopted that mentality. I think just the fact 
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that it was kept in as good as shape as it was for all those years speaks volumes. 

The community was divided over the recent decision to end the sports sharing agreement 

with Collin-Maxwell, but as the reality of the situation set in patrons of the community began to 

support the new identity, the Baxter Bolts. Connor, a school leader, explained: 

I think what I’ve seen as of lately, our small community of Baxter has been more 

supportive as a whole to the Bolts than I ever saw as CMB Raiders. I don’t know why. 

But I also think there wasn’t a lot of support from other communities as our partner. 

There was a lot of just why should you get that and we don’t get that. So that hurts 

relationships and it hurts support and frustrates communities. This short amount of time 

with the Bolts thing, I see a greater support within our community for our athletic 

program, our school, than I have the last couple years with CMB.  

The split of the two school districts was hard on many in the community, but the 

community of Baxter did not let the dissolution of this partnership define their future. Several 

community members rallied and got to work promoting the new school identity. One parent, 

Elizabeth, said: 

It’s not like we feel like it’s an exclusive club that’s immune to whatever, deficits or 

problems or whatever, but I think people really do try to pitch in to make it better. I just 

feel like now we can build it. There’s something cool about that. And the other night in 

that meeting when there was a list a mile long did you notice how it got picked off. 

“Who’s going to do this?”  “Who’d going to do that?” And just working down the list 

and eventually everyone had volunteered for something. 

The newly formed Bolts Booster Club and school hosted a Bolts Carnival in February 

and hundreds of people attended the community event. The booster club sold thousands of 
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dollars of Bolts apparel and community members of all ages attended the event. The school and 

booster club hosted a fundraising event, the Booster Bash, at a local winery to raise funds for 

sports uniforms and rebranding the Baxter Community School District and in one evening close 

to $30,000 was raised by supporters of the district. Kate, a school leader, explained how the 

community supports the school in various ways: 

They’re extremely supportive when it comes to the voting, but all the soft things too 

like the purchasing of the Booster Bash. That was successful and purchasing of t-shirts 

and just all that little stuff adds up. I think that’s why we work is because our 

community does support us so much. Not all communities, as you know, do support 

their school. 

  The excitement continued though the summer when the new sports uniforms were 

reveled during the “Baxter Fun Days” parade; a local community event hosted each summer in 

July. The support was tremendous as Baxter hosted its first ever Baxter Bolts home football 

game in September. Approximately 800 people attended the event. The support for the 

community through this difficult time was evident. While it was admittedly not perfect, the 

community rallied around the final decision. Kate, a school leader, said: 

This has been a challenging year. They, for the most part, have really stepped up I would 

say. You’re always going to have a couple that you think about constantly because they 

haven’t. But I would say 90% of the people here from buying booster sweatshirts and t-

shirts and just participating in the Baxter Fun Days parade and all that, you could just tell 

that there’s excitement and so support there 

Another community member, Peter, discussed the support by the community in a variety of 

events hosted by the school: 
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I think we have great community support. And one thing that I like to see is just a perfect 

example. We have Jerry Welk; he flew a P51. He flew the last combat mission in World 

War II. I had him in to the talk to the school but there were forty people from the 

community that came down to listen as well. You don’t see that in the big schools. Our 

community is tuned into our school. They support it. Athletically, you go to music 

concerts, there are senior citizens sitting out there. They don’t have grandkids or anything. 

They just know the concert is there and they want to go watch and support. Bay, when we 

do the community dinners, people come from all over to support it because it’s part of 

their school and their community. Technically BAY is separate from the school. We 

think it’s a very integral partner. 

The community supports the school in a variety of ways be it financially, volunteer hours 

or in voting to pass bonds to improve things for future generations, when the school reaches out 

to the community of Baxter with a need, the community finds ways to meet them.  

Theme 2:  As Demographics Change the Community is Working on Welcoming All 

The Baxter community is welcoming of diversity in a number of ways. The community 

and the school are racially quite homogeneous, but there is economic diversity in the community 

and an effort is made to help new families feel welcome in Baxter. Peter, a community leader 

explained how even though the community tries to be welcoming, it is still working on 

improvement in this area because the community members understand that new families are vital 

to continuing to grow the school and community. Peter explained how the community is working 

on being more welcoming to all: 

 I think we fail miserably at welcoming everyone, and I’ll give you a good example. In 

the political realm, your first thing you are taught is shake everybody’s hand and 
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introduce yourself. I don’t like to do that because I don’t like to come off as a politician. I 

like to get to know people. Saturday morning they had the fun run out there, and there 

was a young lady standing there. So I assumed she was a friend of [community member] 

because I knew they had another friend there. Pretty soon I walked over and said I don’t 

believe we’ve met. My name’s Peter Courtney, I’d like to introduce myself. Her name 

was Kay. I said do you have any kids? She said well I have two. One is going to be a first 

grader and I said well really my wife’s a first grade teacher. I had a great conversation. 

They live out 2 houses down from [community member]. Been there three years and I’m 

like shame on me. This lady has been walking around all this time and I haven’t taken the 

opportunity to walk up. So the family that bought [community members] house, young 

family. When I was driving home Saturday afternoon they were out in the front yard. So I 

stopped, walked up, introduced myself. Said I just want to thank you for being in Baxter. 

We appreciate you guys. Well thanks a lot. So I’ve made it my pledge. I can’t blame 

anybody else because I’m not doing it myself, that every family that comes to town I’m 

either going to catch them in the front yard or stop and knock and say I just want to thank 

you for coming to town. Anything we can do for you, I probably should start carrying my 

cards with me. Say I’m the [political office]. If you have business needs I’d be glad to 

help you out. But I think its kind of hard unless they know somebody; I think a lot of 

times everybody looks at them and says who’s that? Who is that in our town? Well 

they’re the next generation. 

Baxter is a community that is made of many long time citizens, but also many new 

residents as well. The community as a whole is very welcoming to new comers. One open 

enrolled parent, Amber, explained:  
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That’s why you can move forward, because people aren’t always looking back. Aren’t 

always saying, well I walked across that stage. My kid is going to walk across that stage 

to graduate. Because all of my friends here, there is not one that went to school here, 

none of them. I would say my top ten friends are all imports.  

Amber went on to explain more: 

The people in Baxter are choosing where to live and where to go to school. I would say 

all of our groups; people have chosen to live there for the most part. And for whatever 

reason, this is our home, but I think it does make a difference that we are not all 3rd 

generation Baxter people. I think its key. When you look at other schools in the area that, 

I think, fight, the infighting and also the generations of we’ve got school pride because I 

went here, my dad went here, my kid’s going to go here, blah, blah, and blah. And I think 

it really cuts down on opportunities. 

Skip, a longtime area resident who open enrolls his children to Baxter, went on to explain why 

he believes the population of the Baxter area has changed. In his opinion Baxter has embraced 

the changes in the local population over the last several years:   

One of the things I’ve noticed is the demographic difference just over a 60-year period. 

When I lived on this road we had five families just on this mile road that farmed and 

there were 14 kids or something like that and everybody farmed and they went to 

[neighboring district] to school now nobody on this road farms. We only have three 

houses on this road now, but on this road there is just one family who ever left or ever 

went to college. And I guess that’s a little bit interesting. They never went to college. 

Never went off somewhere else and then came back. And then we came back and our 

family doesn’t farm and we open enroll to Baxter. So that’s a whole different 
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demographic. And in Baxter it is interesting because you are talking to a group of people 

who well, rural Iowa is getting split very much into a few farmers who own the land and 

then the people who can come for affordable housing. That’s what you’ve got. People 

either work off the farm somewhere or else they are here for affordable housing, so it’s 

just, Baxter has a mix of people. And I think it does make a difference when you have a 

community that does have a continuing education of high school and above rather than 

high school and below. 

The people of Baxter welcome people of all different backgrounds. The local United Church of 

Christ has a large congregation in Baxter and has been a longstanding church that has been 

supported by many generations of Baxter families. The church recently hired a woman pastor 

and this woman is also openly a lesbian. The community has embraced this woman and her 

partner and has made them a part of the community. Skip, a father of two open enrolled students, 

said: 

One of the churches in town has an openly gay pastor who made it very clear this is who 

I am and the church voted 100% to welcome her. So I took that as a wonderful sign, a 

little progressive. The kids will say so and so is gay. It’s just a fact. 

Rob, a school leader, explained how the students in the school are more welcoming of diversity 

than in previous years:   

It’s changed. I think when I first got here I think that we had to teach a lot more than we 

have to teach now. I mean I can remember the first time we had a gay kid. The first time 

we had an African-American kid. I mean I can remember teaching and working and now 

it just seems, our world has changed. Not that we are real diverse by any means, but I 

think we judge more on the type of kid we are. If the kid’s a jerk, I think he’s a jerk not 
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because he’s black or because he’s rich. I just think the kids judge him because they’re 

jerks. That’s definitively changed in 10 or 15 years. I can remember having to deal with 

Confederate flags, and there’s still some of that, but I’ll be there’s some of that 

everywhere you go by who the kid’s parents are and their belief. But I don’t have to deal 

with very much of it compared to where we were when I first got here. 

There has been an effort made by the community to honor longstanding community members, 

but also to embrace newcomers. The community of Baxter is working to welcome people with 

diverse backgrounds to their small rural community.  

Theme 3: Recruiting and Marketing of the School and Community Attracts Open 

Enrollment Families 

Baxter has made a concentrated effort to market their school district and their community 

in order to attract citizens and open enrolled families. The school has hosted events and run 

advertising campaigns to specifically target open enrollment families. The community has 

worked with the county to develop more housing opportunities for families and at increasing the 

positive press that Baxter receives. This joint city and school effort has increased the number of 

new families moving to Baxter as well as the number of students open enrolling into the Baxter 

Community School District.  

When asked what makes this community special one community leader, Lainey, said: 

A lot of things, I like going outside and people waving at you. Whether we know each 

other or not, we are still going to wave at you or say hi or how's your day. I like that 

there's a rec program. I think there's a lot of places that probably have that now, but its 

people coming from all over to go to those rec programs, it’s the AWANAs or the 

church groups that are going on for the kids, as they get old enough. I just like the small 
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town feel that Baxter brings. I am sure there is cliqueiness and I just don't see it yet, but I 

don't feel like there is. And I like that because I know of a lot of small towns that do 

develop that.  

Community leaders are working to promote and market the small town friendliness Lainey was 

referring to. Lainey went on to explain: 

And that's what I've felt in the last four years and I like that. I feel like there are some 

times, especially in bigger towns, where you can live there your whole like and no one 

knows who you are. I love Baxter and I am telling others about it.  

 Many of the people who live and work in Baxter also work hard to promote the school 

and community. One set of parents told the story of their first experience touring the school with 

the now retired elementary principal, the retired superintendent, and the transportation director. 

Elizabeth, an open enrolled parent, said:  

[Retired elementary principal] sold it. When I visited [neighboring district] they didn't 

even tour me over there. [Home district] did but it was just kind of wishy washy because 

I'm a resident so I think they just assumed that we'd be there. [Retired elementary 

principal] and [Retired superintendent] sold it. 

Elizabeth went on to explain: 
 

He went through everything if a kid swears, I can figure out who it is. By noon we know 

who it is. If this is happening we address it this way. Your ratio of student to teacher was 

really low. It was a new facility. But when we first walked in, it was [transportation 

director] and it was [secretary], it was [Retired elementary principal] and [Retired 

superintendent]. I mean we were given the grand tour, and they wined and dined you. 

They were very kind and you wanted to just stay and visit. 



134	
	

	 	

 Chad added, “It was less of a business and more of a hey welcome. We would love to have 

you.”  Chad continued, “I think your administration in Baxter is very pro meeting people 

encouraging them to come here, so I think they well, they’re pretty good at it.”   

Elizabeth also explained how the transportation director at Baxter was eager to help with 

the transportation issues involved with open enrollment. She explained to parents how the district 

would do all they could to help make things as easy as possible for parents to open enroll into 

Baxter. This effort to by the transportation director helped to recruit Elizabeth and Chad to 

Baxter. Elizabeth shared: 

The other thing was [transportation director]. She was like we will get a bus and make a 

stop. She was very proactive with we will pick up your child as far as they can allow us. 

They never did actually pick them up at the driveway because they couldn't. She was 

honest about that. She said we probably can't do that. But now it’s a bus stop with like 

eight open enrolled kids.  

It is not just school personnel who promote the school. The community members and 

others outside the community share positive press about Baxter as well. Elizabeth, an open 

enrolled parent said, “On my coworker's recommendation we moved to Baxter.”  Her husband, 

added, “All of the [specialists] and educators that went into the school districts for the entire 

county all favored Baxter.”  Elizabeth, agreed: 

I went to [neighboring district], I went to [resident district], and I went to Baxter. And the 

only reason I did that was because of Chad's coworkers who have been in the schools and 

said they would send their kids to Baxter. But since it wasn't our neighborhood and it 

would put a strain, it was all on him to transport. 
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Chad explained that transportation is an issue with open enrollment, but it was a limiting factor 

for their family, “It's not that easy. It's really not that easy to open enroll. To say that Baxter has 

that many people open enrolling says something because it's not that damn easy.” 

 Many community members join in the efforts to recruit students to come to Baxter 

Community Schools. A local babysitter has recruited many families to Baxter just because of her 

proximity to school. Elizabeth, a parent, shared, “We found a fantastic babysitter, Beth, because 

at the time Megan was a newborn, and she was within walking distance from the school too. I 

know at least two other families she has recruited.”  Another mother shared a story about her 

preschool daughter, who will be attending Baxter. She said, “Hey, guess what?  Lydia's going to 

be four in October and she's going to go to Baxter because we went into the Baxter Learning 

Center, and we met [the director] and she is just amazing and we loved her. So Lydia is going to 

go to preschool there and then we are just going to send her to Baxter."  Another mother, Amber, 

mentioned, “Our neighbors who live 3 miles north of here in [neighboring district], they have a 

three or four year old. They are even further away from Baxter, and he's like we are sending 

Carter to preschool at Baxter.”  

Many members of the community contribute to the success of open enrollment.  

Elizabeth explained that she and Chad have also worked to recruit more students to the 

Baxter Community School District. Elizabeth shared, “We met people and the kids were friends 

through preschool. Their older kids went to Baxter and talked a lot about the district. It sounded 

like it was a good fit for us.  

Chad added: 

 I know we reached out to our neighbors when their kids were getting close to school age 

and kind of just encouraged them to at least go check it out. See what you think. We got 
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three open enrollees coming. Oh and [a student] so we got four people to go to Baxter. 

One of the parents was a lifetime [neighboring district] family. 

Another open enrolled mother, Amber, shared a story: 

Do you remember when we've had new mom’s night?  I remember when Gina moved in 

and we are like oh you have to come with us to mom's night. When we all get together its 

like, so and so's moving in. Do they have any kids?  Somebody is going to reach out. We 

all know we need more kids. I feel like everybody from the person in charge of most of 

the rentals in town on down, everyone is always trying to attract. So maybe a wider 

question is how do we go to that next level and attract?   

The leadership at Baxter understands that recruitment is an essential, but delicate skill that is 

needed in the era of open enrollment and school choice. One school leader, Daniel, shared: 

I think you have a community that number one values the importance of the school. It 

becomes a bigger effort. The school is a major part in that. And I think that's where we're 

at. I think people in our community understand wait a second; our school is our lifeline so 

they want to maintain that, and I think they do a great job supporting that. But like I 

mentioned earlier, there are so many other factors. We have to grow. We have to grow 

our population, and we have to grow our younger populations that are having kids if we 

want our schools to be successful. We've talked about how do we attract people?  Do we 

set up drop zones or spots?  Stops you know. We don't want to infringe on other districts. 

One parent, Chad, shared this sentiment about actively recruiting students from other districts: 

I'm not sure that everything during this whole situation has been handled perfectly 

obviously. I don't agree with everything either, but you've got to make the best of it too. 

Just hearing other people from the outside saying I don't know if that's something you 
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really do. Is it ok to go out and try and steal other people's kids who are struggling to get 

by too in their school districts?   Survival of the fittest. You start beating them on the 

head to steal their kids. I don't know. It seems awkward.  

The district leaders continue to pursue ways to attract students to Baxter. A parent, Elizabeth, 

said, “It's almost like private schools, you know how they recruit.”  One parent recalled recent 

efforts to recruit students and the somewhat awkward position it puts Baxter in with its 

neighboring districts: 

We ran ads in the paper. There was that open enrollment night. That was some sort of 

event. Somebody said to me, "Oh, I see you're out trying to get students to come to your 

school from other school districts." I don't agree with that either. 

Amber explained the recruiting and word of mouth marketing done by the community of 

Baxter is very important to the open enrollment efforts: 

I think that can't be underestimated how people are always talking and spreading the 

word and come join us. It is a come join us type thing because we know we need to do 

that. Everyone needs to be an ambassador for the school to provide opportunities because 

everyone wins. People who maybe are tired of fast growing suburbs or maybe grew up in 

a smaller town are looking for somewhere to call home. I think there is a market for that. 

I really do. 

Amber added:  

The districts that are going to survive are going to be the ones that can market and get 

kids in our doors. And are savvy. Because how often do we have a conversation where 

we're like lets go get 'em. It is kind of like that. When our neighbors moved in over here 
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and I knew they had 2 kids, and I'm like okay get down there with your cookies and we 

need 2 more.  

In Baxter it is a community effort to recruit new students to the school whether by open 

enrollment or by encouraging people to move to the community. Many people share in the 

efforts.  

 School and community leadership understand there needs to be something that continues 

to make Baxter stand out from other districts. The district needs to find a niche and market that 

niche to help increase enrollment if the district has a chance to survive and thrive in the next 

thirty years. Daniel, a school leader, explained:   

It's so cool because you think about novelty, and I do believe that a marketing ploy is to 

have something that might be a little novel and I think in our community, the bike trail is 

perfectly novel. It's new. It's modern. A lot of people are using it. It brings in commerce. 

It brings people. But as a school, I think around STEM types of things, are we doing 

enough of that?  So I start thinking about all these things that might be more novel that 

might be more attractive. And I know good schools don't have any trouble attracting 

people, and so we want to improve the quality no matter what. Even if there is nothing 

novel that's there. And that goes back to your first question around why do people come 

here. It's really that humanistic piece, but it has to be more than that. We have to make 

sure that we're offering something that's very attractive in a very new and novel way. Not 

just to be new and novel, but to be authentic, real, and meaningful for learners and 

families. 

 Community and school leaders understand the need to work together to promote Baxter as a 

community and a school in order for both to be successful in the future. It will be important for 
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Baxter to continue to promote open enrollment, while also finding new and innovative ways to 

attract people to the school and the community.  

Summary 

This chapter explored the themes and subthemes that emerged from the data analysis of 

different interviews with twelve participants who have experience with open enrollment in the 

Baxter Community School District. Eleven themes emerged though data analysis within the 

framework of Strange and Banning’s (2015) Environmental Model. Several subthemes emerged 

as well. As each of those subthemes were examined, the participant voices were shared through 

exemplar quotes to support each of the themes and to help the reader better understand the 

experiences of each participant. The next chapter will provide a summary of the research study, 

summary answers to the research question, discussion of the findings with prior literature, 

implications and recommendations for practice, suggestions for areas of future study, and a final 

reflection on the study as a whole. 
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 CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore what factors impact parents’ 

decisions to open enroll their children in a school district that is not the school district in which 

they live. This chapter is dedicated to providing answers to the central research question of this 

case study research. After addressing summary responses to the research questions, the findings 

are then discussed and related to the literature. The chapter concludes with implications for 

practice and recommendations for future study on the topic of open enrollment. Finally, I reflect 

on my own experiences as a qualitative researcher and the journey to complete this study.  

This case study provided data from the lived experiences of 12 participants and their 

respective roles in the Baxter community. These participants shared their experiences with inter-

district open enrollment in this small rural school district. Previous to this study, much research 

has focused on the reasons why school districts experience declining enrollment, solutions to 

address declining enrollment, and the reasons people chose open enrollment. However, there is a 

lack of research on a focused efforts to increase open enrollment as a means of addressing 

declining enrollment; therefore, this study addressed that gap in the literature.  

Chapter two provided a literature review of the research surrounding the learning 

environment and the experiences of inter-district open enrollment. Information about the history 

or reorganization in rural schools, school reorganization options, open enrollment as a 

contemporary solution for increasing enrollment including consolidation, whole grade sharing, 

sharing services, and increasing open enrollment were also explored. The benefits and drawback 

of open enrollment were reviewed as well as the concept of school choice was also addressed.  
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This study was built upon Strange and Banning’s (2015) comprehensive environmental 

model on educational environments. The model addresses four components of the environment 

to explain three purposes of the learning environment and promote student success. Educational 

environments are most effective when they provide students and families with a sense of 

inclusion and safety, opportunities to become involved or engaged, and the experience of being 

part of a community (Strange & Banning, 2015). Recognizing and understanding these 

conditions is important in shaping student-learning experiences at an institution (Strange & 

Banning, 2015). The four environments that Strange and Banning (2015) describe are the 

physical component, the aggregate component, the organizational component, and the 

constructed component. This study explored how these four environments impact participants in 

the Baxter Community School District as they relate to school choice for open enrollment. 	

Chapter three outlined the methodological approach for this study. A case study, within a 

constructivist epistemology was used to gain knowledge about the constructed reality of why 

parents open enroll their children in a district other than the one in which they live framed 

through the lens of Strange and Banning’s (2015) comprehensive environmental model on 

educational environments. Participants and research sites along with sampling approach, data 

collection procedures using semi-structured interviews, observation, and document analysis, and 

coding procedures were described.  

Chapter four provided an in-depth description of the parent, school leader, and 

community leader participants and their journey that lead them to Baxter. The participants’ 

experience with open enrollment and the reason for choosing the school and community were 

described. There were 12 participants, five female and seven males, ranging in age from thirties 

to sixties. All participants were white and were connected to the Baxter Community School 
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District as either parents of open enrolled students, school district leaders, or community leaders 

in Baxter.  

Additionally, the participants in the study were all assigned pseudonyms to protect their 

identity. Certain descriptive data are provided in ranges and some descriptive data are 

intentionally left out of the narrative in an effort to further protect the identity of the participants. 

The information within the tables along with narrative descriptions provides a picture of the lived 

experiences of the participants within the research setting. 

Chapter five presented the themes and subthemes that emerged from the data analysis of 

the participant interviews and observations with 12 participants who. Eleven themes and 

subthemes emerged though analysis of the findings using Strange and Banning’s (2015) 

Environmental Model. The findings for this study were devised through case study methods to 

answer the research questions addressing the factors parents find the most important when 

choosing to open enroll their student into a school district and addressing the factors stakeholders 

other than parents perceive as reasons families open enroll in school districts outside of the 

child’s home district.  

Summary Answer to Research Questions 

 The following summaries explain how the themes answered the research 

questions for this study. The overarching research questions for this study were:  

1. What factors do parents find the most important when choosing to open enroll their 

student into a school district?  

2. What factors do stakeholders other than parents perceive as reasons families open enroll 

in school districts outside of the child’s home district? 
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Sub-questions were developed to explore the participant’s perceptions of factors that 

impacted the decision to open enroll into the Baxter Community School District. Using Strange 

and Banning’s (2015) four environments as a framework, 11 themes emerged from the data 

analysis, which provides insight into how the data addressed the research questions.  

Physical Environment Themes 

Strange and Banning (2015) explain that place is constituted not only by the built 

environment such as the buildings, sidewalks and playgrounds, but also by the many man-made 

objects and artifacts found in the school’s physical environment. Schools, especially high 

schools, are experienced as settings where the sense of place leaves lasting impressions of those 

who attend them.  

Theme 1: Having one building to house all students preschool through twelfth grade 

is positive. In support of previous research, participants revealed that the physical characteristics 

of the Baxter Community School are appealing. Ariani and Mirdad (2015) indicated that 

characteristics of physical learning space and design of the school had fundamental effects on 

student performance. Uline and Tschannen-Moran (2008) also confirmed a link between the 

quality of school facilities and student achievement. Quality facilities were significantly 

positively related to school climate variables. Uline and Tschannen-Moran confirmed that 

school climate plays a role in the relationship between facility quality and student 

achievement. 

The school buildings in Baxter have characteristics that are appealing to students and 

families. Baxter has a relatively new elementary school, two gyms, a large playground, sports 

complex and a pleasing amount of technology available to students. The conditions of the 
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buildings are well maintained as well. These things all help answer the question, what factors in 

the physical environment are attractive to parents when choosing to open enroll.  

One unique feature of the Baxter Community School District is the configuration of the 

district. The building has separate wings for the elementary and the secondary students. The 

Baxter School District is completely housed in one building located in the center of the 

community. The building has separate wings for the elementary and the secondary students. The 

students share gyms, a lunchroom and a library. The administration building is also located 

inside the same complex. There is a large playground across the street from the school and the 

daycare center is located across the street as well. The outdoor athletic complex is about three 

blocks west of the school complex.  

This set up is unique, but it is also a very positive feature to all participants in this case 

study. Parents discussed the benefits of one Pk-12 building on their children and the feeling of 

community that is provided by one building housing all the students together. Duncombe and 

Yinger (2005) found the staffs in larger schools do not tend to know students by name, which is 

common in small schools thus negatively impacting student achievement. The participants in this 

case indicated that students, teachers and leaders in the district had strong relationships across 

grade levels and opportunities to interact with students in all grades is made easier by the 

configuration of the district buildings.  

Theme 2: The location of the school and community are convenient. The physical 

location of the school district is included under Strange and Banning’s (2015) physical 

environment. Several studies confirm that convenience is an important factor when parents and 

students consider open enrollment (Bierlein, 1993; Davis, 2011; Goldring & Philips, 2008; 

Golding & Hausman, 1999; Hamilton & Guin, 2006; Harris & Larsen, 2006; Rollefson, 2015; 
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Smrekar & Goldring, 1996). Parents open enroll into school districts that offer services that make 

life more convenient such as before and after school care, distance from home, and other sibling 

already attend the school (Harris & Larsen, 2006). To enhance the convenience for parents, the 

community of Baxter offers a daycare center that provides daycare options for children age birth 

to fifth grade. The center is directly across the street from the school campus and the center 

transports children to and from school thus offering a convenient service for parents.  

 The commute from Baxter Community School to many places of employment is 

acceptable to parents. Baxter is located in central Iowa and is relatively close to several larger 

communities who are major employers to many people living in or attending school in Baxter. 

The geographical location of Baxter lends itself to the convenience of parents who chose to open 

enroll their children. Parents of resident students and open enrolled students alike often work 

outside the community and commute to and from work.  

Theme 3: The safety of the students is important. School safety is an issue for many 

school leaders and Baxter is no exception. Rollefson (2015) found two considerations parents 

report as having influenced their decisions to open enroll their children including student safety 

and low incidence of bullying. Drisko (2006) found that parents liked their neighborhood 

school’s attention to safety and parents were grateful to the district for providing a safe, loving, 

and diverse place for children to learn. Parents, school and community leaders all reported that 

safety was important at Baxter. They also reported that bullying was an issue that is taken 

seriously and is dealt with quickly when it arises at Baxter.  

Aggregate Environment Themes 

The aggregate environment is based on the understanding that environments are 

transmitted through people, and the dominant features of any given environment are partially a 
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function of the collective characteristics of the individuals who inhabit it (Strange & Banning, 

2015). The experiences of the students and families who are choosing to open enroll into a 

school district are greatly influenced by the people with whom they interact while they are at 

school or in the community. 

Theme 1: Differentiation for the needs of students is a common practice. Baxter is a 

small rural school that has a limited selection of classes, but this smaller number of course 

offerings does not limit the opportunities for Baxter’s students. Some small rural districts, such 

as Baxter, have found cost savings and increased academic opportunity by using technology to 

provide a wide variety of course offerings via online technology (Jimmerson, 2006). Sharing 

technology helps to ensure students in small rural schools have access to a wide range of learning 

experiences that would otherwise be unavailable to them because of their smaller school course 

offerings (Hobbs, 2003).  

One factor mentioned several times by many participants was Baxter Community School 

District’s willingness to do anything needed to meet the individual needs of their students. This 

willingness ranged from allowing a student to travel to a neighboring university to enroll in 

classes that met needs to accelerating classes so students who were ready could pass through 

required course work in order to take classes that followed their passions.  

Willingness to differentiate to meet the needs of students was a common theme that 

emerged from the participants. This theme is reinforced by research conducted by Rollefson 

(2015) finding that parents often choose schools based on academic factors that meet their 

child’s needs. Furthermore, highly educated parents are more likely to be familiar with what 

types of educational opportunities are offered by different schools; therefore, they can make 

informed choices about their children’s educational experience (Davis, 2011; Goldring & 
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Rowley, 2006; Rollefson, 2015). Parents and school leadership were working together at Baxter 

to customize educational experiences for students at Baxter.  

Theme 2:  Building relationships and creating a sense of belonging are important. 

Giles (1998) found that the most successful educational reform initiatives are collaborations 

between parents and schools that view the school and community as a partnership who must 

work together. In another study, Epstein (2010) found that the way schools care about children is 

reflected in the way schools care about the children’s families. In a partnership, teachers and 

administrators create more family-like schools. A family-like school recognizes each child’s 

individuality and makes each child feel special and included. 

One reason students open enroll into Baxter Community Schools is to find positive 

trusting relationships. Rollefson (2015) found that parents listed caring teachers, caring 

principals, student friendships, friendly student body, and low rates of bullying as influential 

when considering open enrolling their child into a school district. In fact, these relationship 

factors rated higher than test scores to parents when asked what factors were most important to 

them when considering open enrollment (Rollefson, 2015). These factors were confirmed by the 

participants in this study reinforcing the notion that relationships matter to parents when 

choosing a school district for their children. 

Theme 3:  Small schools bring multiple opportunities to participate. One reason 

people open enroll into Baxter is because of the multiple opportunities to participate in extra-

curricular activities provided by small schools. Duncombe and Yinger (2005) found that there is 

lower student motivation and effort in larger districts and students are less likely to participate in 

extra-curricular activities. Baxter district leadership encouraged students to try extra-curricular 

activities. Parents of middle school and high school students reflected on the opportunities to 



148	
	

	 	

participate in activities and how that participation builds a sense of belonging to the school 

community. They also reflected on the relationships that are formed when students are a part of a 

team or involved in a school group.  

Organizational Environment Themes 

The organizational environment refers to the structure by which an organization operates, 

achieves goals, and distributes resources. Organizations can be highly complex with multiple 

layers of bureaucracy or relatively flat with minimal hierarchal layers, but ultimately 

organizations are judged by how effectively they meet their end goals (Strange & Banning, 

2015). 

Theme 1: Ensuring easy access to district leadership is important. Baxter Community 

School District takes pride in the belief that parents, community members, and students have 

easy access to the leadership ranging from the school board members to the school based 

leadership team including the superintendent, the two building principals and the guidance 

counselor. All of these leaders understand the importance of being accessible to the patrons of 

the district. Parents are less concerned with direct access to district leadership, but they do admit 

that if they have a concern, they know where to go and they know they will get an answer. 

Currently Baxter shared a librarian with another school district and for the previous two 

years, they shared the athletic director position. The possibility of a shared superintendent was 

discussed with Collins-Maxwell, but ultimately the two districts did not purse this arrangement 

with each other.  Sharing personnel allows districts to maintain their individual identity, but still 

provides cost savings through economies of scale (Jimmerson, 2006). Much research has been 

conducted on shared superintendents in the last forty years and these studies revealed that the 

sharing of superintendents was quite common nationally (Decker & McCumsey, 1990; Decker & 
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Talbolt, 1991; Eggers, Snell, Wavra & Moore, 2005; Winchester, 2003). While this is a cost 

saving for the district parents, school and community leaders were slow to embrace the concept 

unless it was determined it must happen at Baxter. Participants reported that they found it 

important to the identity of the district that Baxter maintains its own leadership. Parents also 

liked knowing they had full-time leaders who were completely supportive of the district and 

were pleased with the level of access they had to the leadership while expressing concern that the 

level of engagement would decrease if the leader were shared with another district.  

Theme 2: Organizational structure provides for focusing on student development. 

Harris and Larsen (2015) suggest the role of extracurricular activities and indirect costs such as 

distance are, collectively, at least as large as academic quality to some parents. The somewhat 

limited influence of academics in family decisions helps explain several puzzles from prior 

research, including why the competitive effects of market-based school reforms on student test 

scores have been mixed (Harris & Larsen, 2015). Parents who have more education are more 

likely to place higher value on educational attainments; therefore, their attitudes and actions tend 

to reflect their interest in education (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987). Ringgold and Rowley (2006) 

found that parents who are more educated place a high value on the academic preparation of their 

children, yet in Baxter, the parents reported that preparation for life beyond school was also a 

high priority rather than strictly academic pursuits.  

One finding of this study was the emphasis the parents, community and school leaders 

put on the non-academic learning opportunities provided by the Baxter schools. Parents, school 

leaders and community leaders were all quick to point out academics were very important to the 

Baxter schools and the Baxter community, but they were also willing to elaborate on all the 

alternative kinds of learning that are equally important that were available in Baxter that might 
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not be as readily available in other districts. Baxter offers many students multiple leadership 

opportunities for example, leading on a variety of teams, extracurricular activities, or student 

council as well as service learning opportunities during their homeroom time as part of the 

required community service curriculum for all students’ grades kindergarten through seniors.  

Socially Constructed Environment Themes 

The socially constructed environment is described as the general impressions and 

understandings communicated through conversations, stories shared by members of the group, 

artifacts and symbols observed in the environment and rituals celebrated by the institution 

(Strange & Banning, 2015). The K-12 school district culture is collection of traditions, stories, 

ceremonies, assumptions, beliefs and values of the students, parents, staff and community that 

share the environment and the socially constructed environment is a reflection of the people who 

are a part of that environment.  

Theme 1:  The school is the heart of the community. Schaps and Solomon (2003) 

found that school supportiveness, sense of community, and opportunities for students to interact 

and to exert influence were most important to students. A common conclusion in the research is 

a supportive environment increases students’ attachment to school and thereby their inclination 

to abide by the school’s rules and values (Schaps & Solomon, 2003). In schools and towns where 

there is a strong sense of community, students are less likely to engage in violence or drug use 

(Good & Adams, 2008). This sense of community can be attributed to students’ feelings of 

belonging at a school and communities in which they are engaged in supportive, respectful 

relationships with peers and adults. When students’ basic needs are met, they are often willing to 

follow the rules of the school and community (Good & Adams, 2008).  
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When asking the participants to describe one thing in the community that is iconic or 

describes the community all shared the same answer, the school. The Baxter Community School 

is the center of the community. The community of Baxter has a long tradition of supporting the 

school. Over the years, the community has shown support in a variety of way, but the school and 

community leaders know they can count of the community to support their decisions. The school 

district has passed every bond issue put to a vote in the last 30 years. The community was 

divided over the recent decision to end the sports sharing agreement with Collin-Maxwell, but as 

the reality of the situation set in patrons of the community began to support the new identity, the 

Baxter Bolts.  

Theme 2: As demographics change the community is working on welcoming all.  

Another factor influencing open enrollment in Baxter is the community’s openness to 

embrace diversity. Most Caucasian students in the United States are still attending schools that 

are almost entirely Caucasian (Lewis, 2001). In fact, most live in highly racially segregated 

neighborhoods and have little regular, substantial contact with people of other races (Lewis, 

2001). This is true of Baxter where 95% of the students are Caucasian and 97% of the 

community members are also Caucasian thus reinforcing the findings of Lewis (2001) about this 

small rural school and the lack of racial diversity in the school and community. The community 

and the school are racially quite homogeneous, but there is economic diversity in the community.  

There are many benefits for small towns to embrace diversity. Immigrants are opening 

businesses, shopping, working and making an economic impact in rural communities 

(Embracing diversity to help communities thrive, 2017). Communities that have slowly lost 

population are now thriving because of diversity. In some rural communities, the minority has 
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become the majority. This is not the case in Baxter, but the community is embracing the changes 

as they occur.  

Effort is made to help new families feel welcome in Baxter. Community leaders 

understand that new families are vital to continuing to grow the school and community. The 

people of Baxter also welcome people of all different backgrounds. One local church recently 

hired a woman pastor and this woman is also openly a lesbian. The community has embraced 

this woman and her partner and has made them a part of the community.  

Theme 3: Recruiting and marketing of the school and community attracts open 

enrollment families. A final factor parents, school, and community leaders reported influencing 

parents’ decisions to open enroll their student into the Baxter Community School District is 

positive press. Testimonials by other parents are an important factor that influences the decision 

to open enroll. Parents’ testimonials are a powerful means of communication and advertising for 

the school district (Rollefson, 2015; Strange & Banning, 2015). Smrekar and Golding (1999) 

found that parents reported making their choice based on information from friends, neighbors, 

and family members. Smrekar and Goldring (1999) found that more than half of the families who 

open enrolled, across all social classes, decided to move their children to another school on the 

basis of talking with friends. 

Baxter has made a concentrated effort to market their school district and their community 

in order to attract citizens and open enrolled families. The school has hosted events and run 

advertising campaigns to specifically target open enrollment families. The community has 

worked with the county to develop more housing opportunities for families. This joint city and 

school effort has increased the number of new families moving to Baxter as well as the number 

of students open enrolling into the Baxter Community School District.  
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Implications and Recommendations for Practice based on Environment 

This study adds to the limited literature on factors influencing open enrollment into a 

school district as a means of addressing declining enrollment. There are many studies addressing 

declining enrollment and school choice, but this study fills a void in the research addressing 

contemporary ways to address declining enrollment in rural schools. Many rural schools are 

facing declining enrollment and budget shortfalls thus, need to find ways to address these issues 

in their school districts.  

The information gained from this study could help in recruiting students to a district and 

to inform district leadership as to what characteristics cause students and families to choose a 

particular school district. This study was conducted with participants who have experience with 

open enrollment in the Baxter Community School District and their insights could potentially 

help other schools wishing to replicate parts of the Baxter model.  

Operational sharing and increasing open enrollment are two alternatives to school district 

consolidation that could be considered by districts. The district in this study has chosen to focus 

on increasing open enrollment as a means to addressing declining enrollment. Baxter has one of 

the highest percentages of open enrolled students in the state therefore districts should consider 

what the district is doing to attract students and replicate those things in their districts as a 

potential means to combat the difficulties caused by declining enrollment (Iowa Department of 

Education, 2017). This information would be very valuable to district leaders because district 

with large open enrollment out could use the information to address some of the need areas in 

their own schools.  

Another implication of this study is the Baxter Community School District can use the 

findings of this study to continue to implement the practices that were reported to have been 
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influential to stakeholders when choosing the district for open enrollment. The factors that were 

reported as important could be shared with school and community leaders and partnerships could 

be formed to continue with implementation of the findings.  

Although analyzed as four separate environments, Strange and Banning’s (2015) 

environments are interwoven in the Baxter Community Schools. Educational environments are 

most effective when they provide students and families with a sense of inclusion and safety, 

opportunities to become involved or engaged, and the experience of being part of a community 

(Strange & Banning, 2015). Recognizing and understanding these conditions is important in 

shaping student-learning experiences at an institution (Strange & Banning, 2015). Baxter 

Community School District has found a way to address these needs for their students and 

families. Other small rural schools working to increase their open enrollment should consider the 

following recommendations.  

Physical Environment 

The physical environment of a school district is an important factor to consider when 

districts are working to increase open enrollment. Addressing issues with the physical structures 

such as multiple building sites and making the district more aesthetically appealing could attract 

families to the district.  

1. Districts should consider creating a single PK-12 campus to house all students. 

People reported the importance of one centralized location to house all the students. It is 

convenient for students to be housed in one location. Stakeholders liked knowing their children 

would enter the school as a preschooler and graduate from that same school many years later. 

Having one campus helped parents and students learn the layout of the building and it helped 

students, parents and community members feel comfortable with the familiarity of one location.  
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One location also is beneficial from a cost saving perspective. One centralized location 

allows for the sharing of facilities and staff in an effort to maintain high quality facilities, but 

keep costs down. The physical environment of a school is attractive to open enrolled families. 

The building and grounds should be aesthetically appealing. People are attracted to updated 

facilities especially at the elementary level. Parents looking to open enroll their young students, 

did not consider the condition of the middle school or high school, therefore addressing a 

physical issues at the elementary is critical. Parents in this case mentioned there are some areas 

of the concerns related to the high school building and a need to update to the athletic complex, 

but these did not impact the decision to enroll their younger students. Participants also discussed 

the need to support fine arts with updated facilities such as an auditorium that could be used 

jointly by the school and community. Districts wishing to increase open enrollment should 

consider ways to address these issues.  

2. Districts and communities should consider options to support efforts to increase 

the ease of living or working in their community. The location of the school district must be 

convenient for parents who live or work outside the community. Some of these efforts could 

include continued support for daycare options, providing bus drop off shelters at the borders of 

the school district, and supporting local business such as grocery stores and restaurants so they 

are successful; therefore, they are able to provide services for parents and families. Another 

consideration is to increase the amount of available affordable housing for families so families 

with school age children have the opportunity to move to the community rather than just open 

enroll. Parents and community members want recreation and entertainment options for children 

including a swimming pool and a safe place for middle school and high school students to 

gather.  
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Aggregate Environment 

The aggregate environment of a school district should be addressed when considering 

ways to increase open enrollment into a school district. Differentiating to meet the needs of 

students and working hard to build relationships between students, staff and parents are both 

important factors to consider when working on increasing open enrollment.  

3. Districts should consider finding unique ways to differentiate to meet the needs of 

all learners. Parents discussed how important it was that school leaders differentiated to meet 

the unique needs of their children. Many participants mentioned several different ways district 

leaders were willing to listen to parent requests and find ways to meet the needs of individual 

students. District leaders should continue to look for opportunities for students to take online 

classes, or to share classes with other school districts or even to let students attend classes at 

local colleges and universities. Parents were very pleased with the willingness of the staff to 

listen to their requests and find ways to make things happen to meet the needs of their students. 

School leaders in small rural schools should communicate with parents and students to find out 

what their needs are and be willing to think creatively and work together to find ways to meet 

academic needs of students in their small rural districts.  

4. Districts should focus on building relationships with students and ensure students 

feel connected to the district. Parents value the sense of belonging they and their children feel 

in their school district. District leaders should focus on ways to ensure students get connected to 

each other to adults in the school system. It is vital for students and parents to form relationships 

with the staff at the school and with fellow students. When relationships have been formed, 

students feel more connected to the school and do not choose to leave the district even as they 

get older.  
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Another area districts should focus on to promote a sense of belonging is the multiple 

opportunities students have to participate in extracurricular activities in small rural schools. 

Students in these small schools are often a part of one or more athletic team or other 

extracurricular activity. It is not uncommon for students to be on 3 or even 4 teams while also 

participating in the band, choir and even the be a member of the play cast. These multiple 

opportunities are one of the hallmarks of a small school. Students often do not have to “try-out” 

to make a team like they would in a larger school. Because of the lower numbers of students, 

everyone makes the team therefore students have multiple prospects to make connections with 

teammates and coaches. Districts should market these opportunities to students and families as a 

means of increasing open enrollment into the district for students who are interested in being a 

part of multiple teams.  

Organizational Environment 

 The organizational environment is also important to consider when working on 

increasing open enrollment into a school district. Districts should find ways to address leadership 

options that maintain the identity of the school and the community. As districts address the 

organizational environment, they should remember to address the social development as well as 

the academic development of their students. These factors could help increase open enrollment 

into the district   

5. Districts should consider leadership options that save money, but still maintain 

the community identity as an independent school district. Small independent school districts 

are rare in that they have found a way to survive the trend of declining enrollment and have been 

able to avoid consolidation, whole grade sharing, or many of the other options available today 

for small rural schools to remain viable. People want access to district leadership and trust the 
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judgment of the leaders and the board. Participants were open to the idea of sharing leadership 

and possibly staff with other districts, but were quick to mention how much they wanted to 

remain independent and not whole grade share or consolidate with another district.  

Parents and community members were excited about the possibilities that come with 

being an independent school district. All home sporting events would be in the community, there 

would be less travel to and from practices, and students would be home earlier from practices as 

well. Participants were open to pursuing sharing opportunities with other districts, but in a 

limited capacity. Several participants mentioned Baxter needs to market themselves as something 

unique and special in an era where many small rural schools are merging or closing, Baxter 

needs to fill a niche and market themselves as a viable alternative for students and families.  

6. Districts should consider a focused effort on student development in addition to 

academics. Districts should consider promoting alternative types of learning provided at small 

rural schools. Small schools often have the unique opportunity to provide many leadership and 

service learning projects to students throughout their K-12 school careers. There are many school 

and community connection opportunities provided in small schools. For example, in a K-12 

building, high school students can work with the younger students in a mentoring situation. 

While there are limited staff and limited academic courses offered on the campus of many small 

schools, it does not deter parents and students from enrolling in the school system. Districts 

should promote all the alternative kinds of learning that are equally important and available in 

small schools that might not be as readily available in other districts.  

Socially Constructed Environment 

It is important to address the socially constructed environment when a district is working to 

increase open enrollment. The relationship between the community and the school are vital when 
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supporting the efforts to increase enrollment. One area communities and schools can work 

together is in the area of marketing their community and their school. Recruitment efforts can 

pay dividends to districts working to increase open enrollment.  

7. The district will be well served to continue to nurture school and community 

relationships. Relationships matter in Baxter. Participants discussed the importance of 

relationships and belonging as a factor in the decision to open enroll to Baxter. Parents, school 

and community leaders explained several ways Baxter as a school and community work to 

ensure that students have positive relationships at Baxter. Students participate on various teams, 

students are given individual attention when addressing academic needs and leadership and 

community building is emphasized as part of the curriculum in this district. Many students 

participate in a community religious group that emphasizes service and leadership amongst the 

members. Students are given school time to complete service learning opportunities to support 

the needs of the community.  

A sense of community fostered by school and community leaders is vital to the growth 

and development of the school and community. The school buildings feel safe to parents and 

community members. Participants understand the need to keep the students safe, while balancing 

access to the school by community members. The school and community partnership is an 

important factor that attracted families. The Baxter Community School leadership and 

community leaders would be well served to continue to support this school and community 

relationship. 

8. Districts and communities should consider recruiting and marketing the school to 

attract open enrollment families. Districts should make a concentrated effort to market  
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their school district and their community in order to attract citizens and open enrolled families. In 

the era of open enrollment, students and parents are shopping for a school district that best meets 

their needs. The level of competition between local districts has increased since the 

implementation of inter-district open enrollment. As small districts continue to struggle with 

enrollment issues, a new approach was implemented in some smaller districts to increase open 

enrollment that approach being recruiting and marketing. Small rural schools could host events 

and run advertising campaigns to specifically target open enrollment families. The school leaders 

should explain the benefits of attending a small school in order to recruit more students to the 

district. Communities could work with the county to develop more housing opportunities for 

families. All of these efforts can be successful means to market the school and recruit students to 

the district.  

Implications for Future Research 

As stated earlier, there are numerous studies that address declining enrollment, 

consolidation, whole grade sharing, school choice and inter-district open enrolment. Few studies 

address increasing open enrollment as a means to combat declining enrollment in a local 

community. Opportunities for future research that would add to the available literature on this 

topic include: 

Recommendation 1. Replicate this study with different participants from the same district and 

compare the findings. This study solely focused on the perspectives of 12 participants from one 

community through the lens of Strange and Banning’s (2015) environmental model. The findings 

for this study were dependent on the individuals who participated, their perceptions, and the 

researcher’s lens through which the data were collected and analyzed. Repeating the study with 

different participants and a different researcher could result in different findings.  
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Recommendation 2. Replicate this study with participants in another district with similar open 

enrollment to compare the findings. The findings for this study were dependent on the 

individuals who participated, their perceptions, and the researcher’s lens through which the data 

were collected and analyzed. Repeating the study with participants from a different community 

and could result in different findings.  

Recommendation 3. Future research should be conducted with parents and students who do not 

open enroll, but rather live in the Baxter Community School District and compare the findings to 

the parents who open enroll and see if they are similar. When looking through the lens of Strange 

and Banning’s (2015) educational environments model, researchers could determine if the four 

environments are providing something students and parents of both open enrolled and in district 

parents deem important.  

Recommendation 4. A final suggestion for future researcher would be conduct a similar study 

with in the Baxter School District, but include students as participants from the same district and 

compare the findings. Students could add in interesting perspective because of their lived 

experience as an open enrolled student into a district that is not their home district.  

Final Thoughts 

As I approached this case study research, I was unsure about my abilities to conduct an 

unbiased look into the problems associated with declining enrollment in small schools and the 

impact of open enrollment on these schools. As I began the pursuit of this degree, my father was 

preparing to retire from teaching in the same high school he and my mother graduated from as 

children. Not only was he retiring, the small rural school where he and my grandmother before 

him taught, was closing it’s doors. This little district was dissolving and the students were being 

absorbed into the neighboring districts, one of which was the high school I also graduated from 
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almost 25 years ago. The problem of declining enrollment is real and it is personal for my family 

and me. The school where my own children attend faced its own crisis with enrollment and 

dissolution while I was pursuing my doctorate.  

As the landscape of Iowa’s rural communities change, small towns and schools need to 

find ways to adapt or they will find themselves facing difficult decisions about their futures. 

Evolutionary biologist, Charles Darwin (1859) said, “It is not the strongest of the species that 

survives, nor the most intelligent, but the one most adaptable to change.”  There are examples of 

small schools that have adapted to overcome these obstacles and have found ways to succeed.  

I learned many valuable lessons. The most important thing for me as researcher was to try 

to set aside my own personal agenda and biases to construct the truth as I saw it through the 

perspectives of my participants. The findings of this study will hopefully help small schools that 

are struggling to remain viable. I have learned that completing a dissertation is as much a test of 

will as it is a test of academic abilities. This type of graduate level work was one of the most 

difficult things I have ever accomplished. On the first day of the doctoral program, our professor 

told us that it would be one of the hardest things we had ever accomplished and she was right. 

She told us we would miss things that were important to us and she was right. I couldn’t imagine 

missing my sons’ football games or my daughter’s golf meets, but I did. I couldn’t imagine 

coming to class the day after my mother died, but I did. A very wise person told us this about 

earning a doctorate degree, “Nobody said it would be easy, they just that it would be worth it.” 

(Cooper, 2014). And it was.  
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APPENDIX A 
PARENT RECRUITMENT EMAIL 

 
 
 
 
 
Dear Parent,  
 
My name is Mickolyn Clapper. I am a doctoral student in the School of Education at Drake 
University and school administrator in a central Iowa school district. I am doing a study to learn 
about reasons parents are choosing to open enroll into a particular small rural school district. I 
am asking if you would be interested in being part of this study. My study is entitled: A Case 
Study on Open Enrollment: Reimaging the Future of a Small Rural School. As part of this study, 
I will be asking people to explore the reasons open enrollment is higher than average in this 
school district. Understanding what factors parents, school and community leaders report as most 
important when choosing to open enroll students into the district will serve the district in their 
attempts to combat declining enrollment in their community and school district.  
 
Your participation would consist of one interview, lasting approximately 60-90 minutes. 
Interviews will be conducted in person, at your convenience and at a location of your choice. 
While I have never open enrolled my own children, I have colleagues and family members who 
have done so. I am interested in the topic because I feel that more research needs to be done on 
this area of school enrollment. I would greatly appreciate your participation in this study. While 
participating will require your valuable time and there are no direct benefits to you, 
Your can ask questions about this study at any time. You may leave this study at any time. 
During the interviews, if at any time you do not wish to answer questions or feel uncomfortable, 
you can tell me that you don’t want to answer the questions. Please know that your participation 
in this study is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time. You are not required to continue 
with the study.  
 
If you are interested in participating, please contact me via email at 
Mickolyn.clapper@drake.edu or by phone at 641-521-9195. 
Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Mickolyn Clapper 
Drake University 
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APPENDIX B 
SCHOOL LEADER RECRUITMENT EMAIL 

 
 
 
Dear School Leader, 
  
My name is Mickolyn Clapper. I am a doctoral student in the School of Education at Drake 
University and school administrator in a central Iowa school district. I am doing a study to learn 
about reasons school leaders believe parents are choosing to open enroll into a particular small 
rural school district. I am asking if you would be interested in being part of this study. My study 
is entitled: A Case Study on Open Enrollment: Reimaging the Future of a Small Rural School. 
As part of this study, I will be asking people to explore the reasons open enrollment is higher 
than average in this school district. Understanding what factors parents, school and community 
leaders report as most important when choosing to open enroll students into the district will serve 
the district in their attempts to combat declining enrollment in their community and school 
district.  
 
Your participation would consist of one interview, lasting approximately 60-90 minutes. 
Interviews will be conducted in person, at your convenience and at a location of your choice. 
While I have never open enrolled my own children, I have colleagues and family members who 
have done so. I am interested in the topic because I feel that more research needs to be done on 
this area of school enrollment. I would greatly appreciate your participation in this study. While 
participating will require your valuable time and there are no direct benefits to you, 
Your can ask questions about this study at any time. You may leave this study at any time. 
During the interviews, if at any time you do not wish to answer questions or feel uncomfortable, 
you can tell me that you don’t want to answer the questions. Please know that your participation 
in this study is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time. You are not required to continue 
with the study.  
 
If you are interested in participating, please contact me via email at 
Mickolyn.clapper@drake.edu or by phone at 641-521-9195. 
Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Mickolyn Clapper 
Drake University 
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APPENDIX C 
COMMUNITY LEADER RECRUITMENT EMAIL 

 
 
 
Dear Community Leader,  
 
My name is Mickolyn Clapper. I am a doctoral student in the School of Education at Drake 
University and school administrator in a central Iowa school district. I am doing a study to learn 
about reasons community leaders believe parents are choosing to open enroll into a particular 
small rural school district. I am asking if you would be interested in being part of this study. My 
study is entitled: A Case Study on Open Enrollment: Reimaging the Future of a Small Rural 
School. As part of this study, I will be asking people to explore the reasons open enrollment is 
higher than average in this school district. Understanding what factors parents, school and 
community leaders report as most important when choosing to open enroll students into the 
district will serve the district in their attempts to combat declining enrollment in their community 
and school district.  
 
Your participation would consist of one interview, lasting approximately 60-90 minutes. 
Interviews will be conducted in person, at your convenience and at a location of your choice. 
While I have never open enrolled my own children, I have colleagues and family members who 
have done so. I am interested in the topic because I feel that more research needs to be done on 
this area of school enrollment. I would greatly appreciate your participation in this study. While 
participating will require your valuable time and there are no direct benefits to you, 
Your can ask questions about this study at any time. You may leave this study at any time. 
During the interviews, if at any time you do not wish to answer questions or feel uncomfortable, 
you can tell me that you don’t want to answer the questions. Please know that your participation 
in this study is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time. You are not required to continue 
with the study.  
 
If you are interested in participating, please contact me via email at 
Mickolyn.clapper@drake.edu or by phone at 641-521-9195. 
Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Mickolyn Clapper 
Drake University 
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APPENDIX D 
INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 

 
 
 
Title of Study: Adapt or Die, A case study examining parent, school and community leaders 
perspectives on the factors that are attracting students to a small rural school district. 
Investigator: Mickolyn Clapper 
This is a research study. Please take your time in deciding if you would like to participate. Please 
feel free to ask questions at any time. 

Introduction 

This study is for a dissertation at Drake University, in partial completion of my doctoral program 
in educational leadership. The purpose of this study is to explore the reasons open enrollment is 
higher than average in the school district. You are being invited to participate in this study 
because you have a child open enrolled into the district or you have a leadership role in the 
school or community.  

Procedures 

If you agree to participate, there will be one video recorded interview, which is employed as part 
of collecting the data appropriate for a case study:  

1. A semi-structured interview focused on getting to know you and your background in 
order to help me better understand your overall experiences with declining enrollment in 
this rural school district and the reasons you choose to enroll or live here. This interview 
will be combined with a semi-structured interview exploring the details of your 
experiences as a parent, school leader or community leader, with open enrollment in a 
small rural school district. 

a. This interview will happen at your convenience in person at a location of your 
choice. This interview will last approximately 60-90 minutes.  

2. After the interview has been conducted, I will email a transcript of your interview, which 
you will be able to check for accuracy.  

This study will include at least three points of contact: 
1. Initial contact to introduce the project and acquire informed consent: 
2. The 60-90 minute semi-structured interview exploring the details of your experience with 

open enrollment in a small rural school district. 
3. The final contact will be when I send the transcripts of your interview, which you will be 

able to check for accuracy and clarity.  

Risks 

There are minimal risks involved in participating in this research, including giving up your time, 
and experiencing possible discomfort with interview questions. Every effort will be made to 
minimize such risks, and you can refuse to answer questions or choose to leave the study at any 
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time. If you are negatively impacted at any time during or after the study, please contact Drake 
IRB at irb@drake.edu or (515) 271-3472.  

Benefits 

If you decide to participate in this study there may be no direct benefit to you. It is hoped that the 
information gained in this study will benefit society by guiding school and community leaders in 
implementing positive findings from this study and perhaps inform future research that may lead 
to stabilization of declining enrollment in small rural school districts.  

Compensation 

If you participate, you will receive no direct compensation.  

Participant Rights 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may refuse to participate or 
leave the study at any time. If you decide to not participate in the study or leave the study early, 
it will not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You can 
skip any questions that you do not wish to answer. 

Confidentiality 

Any information obtained in connection with this research study that can be identified with you 
will be disclosed only with your permission; your results will be kept confidential. In any written 
reports or publications, no one will be identified or identifiable and only group data will be 
presented. However, federal government regulatory agencies, auditing departments of Drake 
University, and the Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves human 
subject research studies) may inspect and/or copy your records for quality assurance and data 
analysis. These records may contain private information.  
To ensure confidentiality to the extent permitted by law, the following measures will be taken: 
your identity will be kept confidential and identifiers (such as your name, school district, or any 
names noted during the interviews) will be replaced with pseudonyms in the interview 
transcripts. All documentation-including digital recordings, transcripts, provided documents, and 
researcher notes-will remain in my direct possession in a private, password-protected computer 
or a locked file cabinet. Parties likely to view the data include Dr. Robyn Cooper, my Drake 
University dissertation committee chair, as well as the other members of my dissertation 
committee. The data collected will be retained for a minimum of three years and destroyed when 
they are deemed no longer useful for research purposes. If the results are published, your identify 
will remain confidential.  
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Contacts and Questions 
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study.  

• For further information about the study contact Mickolyn Clapper (641) 521-9195 
Mickolyn.Clapper@drake.edu 

• Dr. Robyn Cooper (Advisor) (515) 271-4535 
• If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, 

please contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 271-3472, irb@drake.edu. 
You may keep a copy of this form for your records 
****************************************************************************** 

Statement of Consent: 

Your signature indicates that you voluntarily agree to participate in this study, that the study has 
been explained to you, that you have been given the time to read the document, and that your 
questions have been satisfactorily answered. You may keep a copy of this form for your records. 
Even after signing this form, please know that you may withdraw from the study at any time. 
I consent to participate in the study and I agree to be videotaped.  
Participant’s Name (printed)               
 
    
             
(Participant’s Signature)     (Date)  
 
 
             
(Researcher’s Signature)     (Date)  
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APPENDIX E 
Semi-Structured Interview Guide 

                                                  
 
 
 
Basic Demographic Data 
Let's start off with something fun, pick your pseudonym? 
Tell me about your family?  (number of children and ages) 
How did you end up in BAXTER School District? 
Basic Demographics (gender, education, occupation, income, home) 
What made you choose this over school districts for open enrollment? 
  

Subgroup: 
  Parent 
  School administrator 
  Community Leader 

Gender: (Male or Female) 
 What is your local school district? 
  

Education: 
  Less than high school  
  High school or equivalent 

Some college by no degree 
Associate's degree 
Bachelor’s degree 
Master’s degree 
Doctorate or professional degree 

Occupation: 
Income: 

Less than $20,000 
$20,000-34,999 
$35,000-49,999 
$50,000-74,999 
$75,000-99,999 
$100,000-149,999 
$150,000 or more 

Home: (rural, suburban, urban)   
What is your level of involvement with the following groups?  

1 means not involved and 5 is very involved: 
1 2 3 4 5  School district PTO 
1 2 3 4 5  School district Athletic Booster Club 
1 2 3 4 5  School district Fine Arts Booster Club 
1 2 3 4 5  School district board meetings 
1 2 3 4 5  City Council 
1 2 3 4 5  Baxter Pride Committee 
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1 2 3 4 5  Church Organizations 
1 2 3 4 5  4-H  
1 2 3 4 5  FFA 
1 2 3 4 5  BAY (Baxter Area Youth) 
 
Now I’m going to ask you some open-ended questions about several different aspects of the 
school and community. We will start with questions about the physical environment of the 
school grounds and the community. 
 
Physical Environment 
What was your first impression of the physical environment of the school district (buildings, 
staff, overall aesthetics)? 
What appealed to you about the physical environment?  What didn’t appeal to you? 
How do the district buildings meet your expectations?  What could be improved? 
How safe are the district buildings and what needs to be improved? 
Did you find the district buildings to be easy to navigate?  What could be improved? 
What does the community need to do to help the school be successful? 
Is there a signature (iconic) location in this school or community that describes this community?  
If you were to map out a tour of this school and community, what are the must see locations?  
Tell me about your thoughts about the shared community/school spaces? 
Where do the students to hangout or gather?  
Artifacts in the environment can refer to synthetic objects, they are purposeful and intentional. 
These symbols are an indication of the culture that has been created in the school district through 
non-verbal message they send to the students and visitors.  
What artifacts in the BAXTER school district stand out to you and why? 
Are you familiar with the physical layout of the classroom in the BAXTER School District? ?  If 
so, what are your thoughts on the classrooms as they relate to student learning? (desks in rows, 
flexible seating, technology available)  
 
Aggregate Environment 
Do students feel a sense of belonging here?  
Is this community welcoming of diversity? (Ethnic, religious, LGBT?) 
What does BAXTER School District do to accommodate student needs if they are different from 
the average student? 
If the school doesn’t offer a program for a student, how does it find a way to meet the need of the 
student? 
How adaptable to change is this school/community? 
Parents 
What was the basis of your decision to enroll in BAXTER School District? 
Is there a dominant culture at BAXTER School District and if so, does your child fit in?  
Does your child participate in extracurricular activities?  
School Staff 
How many students participate in extracurricular activities at BAXTER School District? 
What do the enrollment demographics of your school say about the dominant group on your 
district buildings? 
How does the school ensure students find a place to fit in?   
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What learning styles might be favored or disadvantaged in your district buildings and do you see 
that reflected in your student population? 
How would you describe the strengths and talents of two different students who seemed to be 
most effective leaders on your district?   
What subgroup has the greatest challenge fitting in at BAXTER School District?  
Community 
Na 
 
Organizational Environment 
How effective is the BAXTER School District at preparing students for life beyond BAXTER?  
How do you feel about the organization of the school district?  Would you support 
reorganization of the school district (Consolidation, WGS, Operational Sharing)? 
What benefits do you see having all students in one location?  
Explain operational sharing to the participants before asking the following questions: 
What benefit would sharing leadership provide? What drawbacks do you see? 
How do you feel about the recent decision to end things with CM, were stakeholders voices 
heard?  
How easily can you access to the district leadership?  Is that important to you? 
How are citizens voices’ heard in the decision making process at BAXTER School District? 
What is it about the size of BAXTER School District that appeal to you?  Does the small size 
affect the opportunities offered to students?  What does the smallness offer that bigger schools 
can’t? 
How satisfied are you with the school?  
Parents 
Did having one K-12 building impact your decision to enroll in BAXTER School District?   
What impact does having all the BAXTER School District students in one location have on the 
community? 
How much access do you have to the district leadership?  Is that important to you? 
Would having a shared leader impact your decision to enroll your child here? Live here? Work 
here? 
School Staff 
How many of the BAXTER School District students attend/graduate from college?  
How many new families are moving to BAXTER School District because of the school district, 
the community offerings?  How do you know? 
How often is BAXTER School District a stepping stone job? Does the staff at BAXTER School 
District enjoy working here?  What is the rate of turnover? How does the turnover impact student 
relationships and student achievement?  
Community 
How many new families are moving to BAXTER School District because of the school district, 
the community offerings?  How do you know? 
How easily can you access to the district leadership?  Is that important to you? 
 
Socially Constructed Environment 
How do people in the community support the school? How do alumni support the school? 
What’s BAXTER School District’s press? (Meaning What do people say about this school and 
this community?) 
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How important are academics compared to other things like social aspects and community 
service?  
How does such a small school develop the whole child? What can they do here that you would 
miss out on in other schools?  
What can you find here that you can’t find other places? 
How do groups like BAY impact the district and the community? 
What is most impressive to a first time visitor to BAXTER School District? 
How are new families made to feel welcome to the school and to the community?  
Parents 
NA 
School Staff 
What messages or images about BAXTER School District are conveyed on your website?   
Community 
What messages or images about BAXTER School District are conveyed on your website?   
 
 


