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ABSTRACT

Traditionally, the spatial organization of elementary education was based on the concept of school districts. Uneven regional devel-
opment and population changes contributed to the destabilization of some regional education systems and led to the modification
of catchment area boundaries. In the West, the neo-liberal policies of the 1980s led to the decentralization of school systems,
allowed schools to focus on specific subjects, and gave parents the possibility to choose schools based on criteria other than school
catchment area.

The aim of this paper is to discuss the importance of factors influencing elementary school choice in an urban environment, using
the Czech city of Liberec as an example. We will attempt to answer the following research questions: Do pupils from a given catch-
ment area are enrolled at the elementary school closest to their place of residence? What factors influence school choice? How do
school choice-related motives differ based on the socioeconomic characteristics of specific areas in an urban space?

This study combines GIS spatial modeling methods with questionnaire surveys conducted in selected schools. The results demon-
strate that in choosing schools parents base their decisions on many factors. School location is still one of the most important, even
though Czech pupils are no longer required to attend their district school. In our study, attendance of the closest elementary school
is influenced by the school’s macro-location within the city, that is, mainly by the location of each school in relation to the center
and outlying areas of the city.
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1. Introduction

For parents, choosing an elementary school for their
children is a relatively important act. The results of
their decision may in the future shape the thinking
and personal development of their child, his or her
further educational aspirations and professional
career path, and by extension his or her socioeco-
nomic status as well (Strakova, Simonova 2015). In
the mid-twentieth century, free parental school choice
was not a common phenomenon. However, since the
turn of the millennium most economically developed
countries have implemented so-called quasi-market
educational policies (Altrichter et al. 2014; Holloway,
Pimlott-Wilson 2012). Some studies even indicate
that in most European countries more than 50% of
15-year-old pupils receive their education in a school
that is forced to compete for students with other
schools in the area (Dvorak, Strakova 2016).

Czechia, as a post-communist country, has also
abandoned the strict system of predefined school dis-
tricts in the 1990s and has enacted legislation ena-
bling free parental choice (School Act No. 561/2004
Coll.). Pupils, therefore, no longer have to attend the
school located in the catchment area of their place of
residence. Though, it might be found research stud-
ies — while they are predominantly imbedded in rural
space - which indicated to a tradition of enrollment
pupils to the nearest elementary school (Kucerova et
al. 2015b; Hrtonova, Strrelec 2003). The contempla-
tions on choice of an alternative has been coming up
in last decades in connection with discussions of qual-
ity in education (e.g., Dvorak et al. 2015), social ine-
qualities in education (Nekorjak et al. 2011) or with
a lack of capacities at schools in population exposed
areas, such as in the hinterland of the largest cities
(Ourednicek et al. 2013).

Our study presents particular outcomes of a wid-
er research project. In contemporary phase of the
research it doesn’t primarily aspired to fill up the
deficit in study of the motivations of Central-Euro-
pean parental school choice, as e.g. Strakovd, Simon-
ova (Strakova, Simonova 2015) proceeded. The main
goal of our study is to examine more metrical factor.
That is whether, despite above-mentioned changes,
the schools spatially closest to pupils’ places of res-
idence are still chosen prior to the other schools’
characteristics.

For this reason, we have decided to study urban
space, which, as opposed to the sparser elementary
school pattern in rural areas, provides better condi-
tions for choosing between multiple schools without
pupils having to make long, complicated commutes
to school. In urban space, where a response to inno-
vations is faster, it could be assumed a higher mar-
ket-orientation of schools and more common non-re-
specting of the traditional school districts (Jennings
2010; Taylor 2001). The situation in the north Bohe-
mian city of Liberec will be analyzed. In the context

of Czechia, the choice of the study area might be con-
sider as typical /representative case (according to Yin
2003 typology) of middle-size regional city with pres-
ence of various residential zones and with ordinary
urban school infrastructure (cf. e.g., Bouzarovski et al.
2016).

During the research, namely the following ques-
tion will be answered: Do pupils in our sample from
the studied area attend the elementary school that is
located closest to their residence? Subsequently, we
will try to find answers to these supplementary ques-
tions: What other factors currently motivate parents
to choose schools for their children at the start of
their educational career? On the basis of what criteria
do parents pick a school for their children? Moreover,
we anticipate different placing children to schools by
parents from different residential environments.

2. Theoretical background related
to the school network

The set of schools located in a certain area can be
viewed from a systems perspective (e.g., Hampl
2004) as a system of elements that are mutually inter-
twined, either by direct or indirect connections, and
which make up a functional whole coordinated from
the outside and serving the needs of external users.
School pattern can be organized hierarchically based
on different criteria, such as school size (capacity) or
a school’s regional scope (power). Each school in the
system serves and controls its catchment area from
which its students come. The nature and scope of
these areas differ based on the hierarchical position
of each school within the system and depend on the
degree to which the outside authority that adminis-
ters the entire system is decentralized.

Modern compulsory education systems were
established in economically developed countries in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by the cen-
tral authorities in power in each country in order to
ensure a certain level of education amongst the pop-
ulation (Brown et al. 1997). During the twentieth
century a great deal of the competences in managing
the school system were transferred to regional and
local governments, as well as to schools themselves
(Kvalsund 2009). One must differentiate between two
levels of school policy. First, there is policy for ensur-
ing the spatial organization of the school system and
access to education, which in most developed coun-
tries is in the competence of regional governments.
Second, there is policy dealing with education itself
and fulfilling curriculum requirements, activities,
which according to current trends, schools them-
selves should become more involved in. Central gov-
ernments have reserved the authority to define the
external framework of both of these school policies,
including determining optimal school size and forms
of management, ensuring that various fundamentals
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of pedagogy are met, and establishing curriculum
frameworks. The scale at which competencies have
been decentralized vary over time and between coun-
tries (e.g., Maroy, van Zanten 2009).

Regarding policy relating to the spatial organization
of the school system, there are several ways in which
a school’s authority can be delineated in space. On one
hand are older methods that strictly define the school
districts that make up a catchment system covering
the entire territory of a state. On the other hand, there
is the newer idea that schools must compete against
each other to attract pupils, and thus must define the
scope of their activity for themselves - this approach
has much in common with free market principles (or
rather quasi-market ones) (Altrichter et al. 2014).

In the case of school districts “by shaping the spa-
tial borders to enroll students to particular schools, it
is possible to influence the number of students attend-
ing each school” (Bajerski 2015: 43-44). According to
advocates of this policy, the school system theoretical-
ly has the ability to promote equal educational oppor-
tunities. Within the system, schools are hierarchically
arranged most frequently based on student capacity
and position based on the settlement size category
in which the school is located. This factor affects the
scope of schools’ catchment areas. This fact in prac-
tice means that the catchment system is not resistant
to inequalities and, in contrast, with its hierarchical
arrangement of inequality it determines and caus-
es differentiation in the quality of provided services
(Bajerski 2015; Kucerova 2012).

In contrast quasi-market principles and the pos-
sibility of parental school choice are supposed to
ensure greater efficiency within the system, user-
based quality control of education, and the opportuni-
ty for schools to determine their place in the hierarchy
based on management abilities or public discourse
and not exclusively based on geographical (settle-
ment) factors. The shaping of the school network is
thus partially transferred to customers (students and
their parents), through their choices. However, soci-
oeconomic status (Ball et al. 1995; Holloway, Pim-
lott-Wilson 2012), as well as cultural capital (Kristen
2005), results in significantly differentiated market
behavior of customers. Whereas parents from lower
social classes generally send their children to schools
close to where they live and transportation costs are
a key criterion in their choice, middle-class parents
carefully chose schools based on a series of other fac-
tors (e.g., acceptance rates of school graduates at oth-
er schools, the school’s prestige, etc.) (Bajerski 2015;
Geppert et al. 2015). For lower-class families, greater
school prestige may result in fears about high perfor-
mance standards expected of pupils and is possibly
a factor discouraging the choice of such schools (War-
rington 2005).

In Czech, or even in post-socialist space, the simi-
larly oriented studies are still rather rare. Therefore,
the preferences in parental choice, which have been

in focus of interest of researchers from Western coun-
tries, are not explored enough in post-socialist coun-
tries. A Polish study (Bajerski 2015) conducted in sev-
eral cities indicated a high rate of local district school
attendance (over 50%). Nevertheless, during the
transition from primary school to lower-secondary
school pupils started to commute farther, even though
primary schools cannot be considered more accessi-
ble than lower-secondary schools in urban space, as
they usually are under the roof of one institution. The
interpretation might be in two respects. First, the
competition between schools with different focuses,
including eight- and six-year gymnaziums, has a clear
impact (cf. Dvorak, Strakova 2016), thus the aspect
of quality seems to be significant in post-communist
country as well. Second reason is that primary school
pupils tend to be protected against ways to long dis-
tances (e.g. Trnkova et al. 2010) and school choice
with emphasis on quality aspects comes even with
lower-secondary school choice.

In the results from Western countries, a wider
variability of reasons of choice and higher empha-
sis on image of schools is evident (see e.g., Geppert
et al. 2015), compared to partial Czech studies, (e.g.,
Hrtonova, Stielec 2003). The post-socialist coun-
tries would represent a convenient laboratory for
research of a shift from school district system to qua-
si-market principle and their possible comparison
with the states, where the free parental choice was
enabled earlier. Recently, several research activities
have emerged on the field of sociology and pedago-
gy, right with the aim to analyzed parents’ behavior
in the process of elementary school choice on the
one side (Simonova 2015; Strakova, Simonova 2015;
Kasparov4, Souralova 2014) and to characterize the
mechanism of schools’ market orientation on the oth-
er side (Dvorak, Strakova 2016; Nekorjak et al. 2011;
Kucerova et al. 2015a; Bajerski 2015). The issues
of social and ethnic exclusion within education and
the emphasis on urban environment prevail in the
studies.

Urban environments are specific in terms of the
spatial organization of the school system in com-
parison with location schools in rural or middle-size
settlements. The first specific feature of such environ-
ments is a higher number of students within city lim-
its. This fact results in a greater density of schools and
wider offers on the educational market. These con-
ditions enable some schools to have a highly special-
ized focus (e.g., sports-focused schools) and also ena-
ble other non-state schools to function (e.g., private
schools). Nevertheless, they also facilitate segregation
in the school system (see Warrington 2005). As urban
parents have greater school choice than rural parents,
they will often choose a school for their children that
reflects their socioeconomic status or ethnicity. Thus,
schools in different neighborhoods are attended by
different users and have different images and prestige
levels (KaSparova, Souralova 2014).
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Secondly, urban school patterns are created not
only by the above-mentioned broader interconnec-
tions between state school policy, the interest of
individual schools, students, and parents, but also by
other factors involved in urban land use and devel-
opment policy (Basu 2007; Ball, Vincent 2007). For
example, the spatial expansion of new residential
developments (e.g., apartment building complexes)
influences the distribution of schools, as areas with
higher population densities should not be without
basic public facilities. Nevertheless, there is differ-
ence between the concept of socialistic cities and the
cities functioning in market economy (Bouzarovski et
al. 2016). In the socialistic city such building complex
was planned together with the educational services
(and now in post-socialist inertia the school is pres-
ent at the area), whereas private investor in housing
estates left planning of public services up to the local
authority. School location is also determined by per-
missible land use and zoning stemming from spatial
planning documents, as well as by municipal own-
ership of buildings suitable for school use (see, e.g.,
Simané 2010).

Our study deals with urban space as well. The
intention is to combine both quantitative and qualita-
tive approaches to the issues of school choice and the
spatial organization of school districts and schools’
catchment areas. First phase of the research, present-
ed in this article, we started with a geoinformatics
analysis to find the conditions for spatial organiza-
tion of schools and commuting preferences of the
inhabitants of the studied area (cf. Taylor 2001). The
current elementary survey of parents’ attitudes to
school choice will be completed with deeper, qualita-
tive analyses of the motives behind behavior and the
issue of perception in parental choice in future.

3. An overview of the organization
of elementary education in Czechia

The School Act (Act No. 561/2004 Coll.) is a piece
of legislation that defines the educational system in
Czechia, as well as how students are to be enrolled
and accepted by schools. Compulsory elementary
education is to be completed at elementary schools.
In Czechia children must receive nine years of com-
pulsory education, from the ages of 6 to 15. Elemen-
tary education consists of two levels of schooling: five
years of primary education (grades 1 to 5; ISCED 1)
and four years of lower-secondary education (grades
6 to 9; ISCED 2).

Pupils are guaranteed by law acceptance to
a school in their district based on their place of per-
manent residence. Delineating the school districts of
particular elementary schools falls under the compe-
tence of municipalities. The districts can be delimited
on the whole territory of a municipality or in the part
of a municipal district, or on the territory of multiple

municipalities. Before 1989, during the communist
regime in Czechia, the elementary school district
system was strictly adhered to and the possibility
of choosing another school outside of one’s district
was practically impossible (Trnkova et al. 2010).
According to the current School Act, however, par-
ents are not required to send their children to the
district school determined by their municipality of
residence. Although they do have freedom of choice,
certain limits are imposed upon that freedom. If par-
ents decide to send their children to a different ele-
mentary school, the principal of that school decides
if the child will be accepted or not based on capacity.
The manner in which elementary school principals
make such acceptance decisions for children residing
outside of the school’s district is not established by
legislature and such decisions are made solely at the
principal’s discretion.

Current legislation also confers nearly all deci-
sion-making power about the existence or non-ex-
istence of a public school in municipalities to local
governments. The state only establishes minimum
class sizes based on school size, school type, and fund-
ing from the Ministry of Education’s budget. It is no
longer necessary to apply for an exception to operate
a school that is attended by less pupils than stipulated
by law. Thus, the decision to operate an elementary
school falls fully under the jurisdiction of the body
that will operate it (a municipality in most cases).
As of 2013, after changes in the methodology used
for distributing tax revenue from the state budget to
municipalities, those with schools have received fund-
ing that is less strictly specified to be used for educa-
tion only. This change reflects the ongoing decentral-
ization of education.

In 2015 there were nearly 4,100 elementary
schools in Czechia (Czech Statistical Office 2012). Ele-
mentary schools run by municipalities predominate,
with 88.7% falling under this category, that is, 3,600
schools. Approximately one-third (34%) of elemen-
tary schools in Czechia are located in urban settings
and 55% of all elementary school pupils attend an
urban school. It is, however, necessary to stress that
in our study for the purposes of making internation-
al comparisons, those municipalities with more than
10,000 inhabitants were defined as being “urban”,
even though in Czechia, the Municipalities Act (Act
No. 128/2000 Coll.) defines a town as a municipality
with more than 3,000 inhabitants.

4. Research Organization and Methodology

Elementary school choice in one urban area was ana-
lyzed in several phases. First, the studied area was
split into regions based on potential commutes to the
closest elementary school, together with delimitation
of residential zones. Then, in selected schools, a ques-
tionnaire survey of pupils’ parents was conducted
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with the purpose of discovering the motives behind
school choice and for comparing pupils’ places of res-
idence with the location of the schools they attended.
Our studied area was the city of Liberec, a regional
administrative center in northern Bohemia. Liberec
has an abundance of city-run elementary schools
and a heterogeneous residential zone structure ena-
bling us to make comparisons. With its population
(100,000) and area (106.1 km?), Liberec may partially
represent the situation in other large cities in Czechia,
and serve as a benchmark study for comparison with
cities in other countries. Especially those cities which
have had the experience of post-socialist transition of
inherit service structure (Bouzarovski et al. 2016).

At the beginning of the research it was necessary
to compile a database of all elementary schools locat-
ed in Liberec and define their commuting areas. On
the one hand, according to traditional organization
of the school system (see the theoretical background
chapter) it could be investigated the delimitation of
so-called school districts by regional /local authority.
On the other hand, the schools’ catchment areas could
be defined on the basis of pupils’ commuting to par-
ticular schools in free school market. (Further we will
follow this terminology.)

number of pupils’ residences
from survey sample inside their
school catchment area

O lessthan 20
O 21-40

Q 41 and more

share of pupils (in %)
Il :ttending the closest elementary school
- non-attending the closest elementary school

First, the geographical coordinates of each school
were determined based on their address. The precise
location of each school was then marked on a map. In
order to determine their school districts we tried to
get information directly from Liberec city hall. Such
materials, however, are available only in the form of
lists contained in municipal regulations, and are not
available as digital spatial data. On the basis of the
lists we attempt to distribute particular addresses
into corresponding polygons of school districts with
the help of geoinformation technologies and the data
were visualized in a map. Nevertheless, the borders
of acquired spatial units were often fuzzy and thus
the distortion of delimited polygons would be large.
Therefore, we conducted a network analysis in GIS of
the travel network in the city of Liberec in order to
create our own school distance-based catchment areas
for pupils who walk to the nearest elementary school.
The similar methodology was applied by Taylor (Tay-
lor 2001), who also assumed the model situation
that pupils attend their nearest school as measured
by a straight line from their home, although it does
not necessarily reflect the designated areas, nor the
accessibility of a school via transport routes. Our net-
work analysis was conducted by counting pixels from

0 2 km
L1 1

Fig. 1 Boundaries of distance-based elementary school catchment areas in Liberec and percentages of respondents’ children attending the

closest elementary school in 2015.

Source: P. Meyer based on the his own calculations and the questionnaire survey.
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an initial starting point - in this case, from elemen-
tary schools. The vectorized travel network was then
converted to a raster image and the original line was
visualized by a series of connected pixels. The user
then, using GIS tools, defined from which initial start-
ing point distance should be calculated (expressed in
the number of pixels). The results of the analysis were
areas in the form of polygon layers, which delineate
the closest accessibility to each school (see Figure 1).
The only criterion used to model these areas was dis-
tance, and therefore in comparison their boundaries
differ from the school districts proposed by city hall.
The latter may take into account demographic, trans-
portation, and geomorphological factors as well. For
the needs of our analysis, however, distance was a key
factor.

One of our hypotheses was that there is a differ-
ence in the behavior of parents from various types
of residential environments. Therefore, the territory
of Liberec was divided into several residential zones.
For the needs of this study, they were delineated using
a simplified method based on these areas’ external
morphological characteristics. The socioeconomic
and physical characteristics of each residential zone
were considered to be interrelated (Butler, Hamnett

residential zones
Il rental house
I single-family house
Il housing estate
[ compact historical center

administrative boundary

® involved elementary school

2007). In order to describe more accurately the caus-
es of differences in parental behavior, it would be
necessary to look beyond regionalization based on
morphological characteristics of built-up areas and
examine other characteristics (primarily of a socioec-
onomic nature) (Basu 2007). Residential zones were
identified using maps, aerial images, the Register of
Census Districts and Buildings, and a field survey.
Using geoinformation technologies, we created poly-
gons representing four types of residential zones: the
compact historical center, a rental house zone, a sin-
gle-family house zone, and housing estates consisting
of prefabricated buildings (see Figure 2). Single-fam-
ily house zones were the most clearly identifiable.
Single-family houses are detached buildings with at
most several above ground stories, usually with a gar-
den. Rental houses are taller and in terms of area are
the most frequent residential zone category. Three
or more apartments are located in such buildings.
Freestanding prefabricated buildings and high-ris-
es were included in this category, as areas featuring
such buildings differ morphologically from housing
estates consisting of prefabricated buildings. These
estates can be defined as large clusters of mostly pre-
fabricated apartment buildings including complexes

0 2 km

Fig. 2 Boundaries of residential zones and the location of elementary schools involved in the study in Liberec in 2015.

Source: P. Meyer on the basis of WMS — orthophotography and field survey.
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providing amenities and social infrastructure. These
zones have the highest population density of all. The
compact historical center is a densely built-up area
featuring apartment buildings and buildings with oth-
er non-residential functions, laid out in blocks (Navra-
tilova, Rozmanova 2006).

In these delineated residential zones, the next step
was to establish a selection of elementary schools that
meet the following criteria: First, they must be city-
run public schools so that enrollment procedures are
more-or-less the same at each, as opposed to schools
run by other institutions (such as private and paro-
chial schools) or other types of schools (special edu-
cation schools, diagnostic institutes), where other fac-
tors determine acceptance. Second, schools from each
type of residential zone needed to be represented in
order to cover the various characteristics of the local
inhabitants of these areas, including their education-
al aspirations. To ensure that the results are repre-
sentative, three schools from each type of residential
zone should be selected. Simultaneously the schools
shouldn’t be located too close each other but they
should be spread over the whole district of Liberec.
The resulting spatial distribution of the selected
schools is depicted by the point symbols in Figure 2.

In each selected school, a survey of pupils’ parents
was conducted. The primary goal was to validate the
significance of distance in school choice and identi-
fy other aspects and parental preferences in school
choice. The survey was conducted among parents
of first- and second-grade elementary school pupils
during September 2014. Their responses should thus
reflect recent experience with school choice. The sur-
vey contained two open questions and five closed
questions. The questions were focused on investiga-
tion of criteria according to which parents choose an
elementary school. The survey was not fully anony-
mous as respondents had to give their address - this
requirement was, however, necessary in order to ana-
lyze the resulting data in a geographical information
system. There was another possibility to obtain the
data from lists of pupils with their permanent address
which are a part of documentation of each school.
Nevertheless, the management in the first contacted
school opposed to provision of the data and accentu-
ated anonymity of conveyed information. Therefore,
finally we resigned to gain this type of data.

Printed questionnaires were given to pupils and
distributed to their parents by school administrators.
Of the 1,323 questionnaires distributed, 638 were
returned (return rate of 48%), which might be con-
sidered like sufficient, regarding to two non-involved
mediators (i.e. teacher and pupil) on the way from
investigator to informant (i.e. parent). Only in 78% of
returned questionnaires (498) the address of pupils
was determined. The probable reason could be either
a general unwillingness to convey such personal
data, that respondent may be identified pursuant to
them, or even the reason of respondent’s permanent

address outside the corresponding school district.
The unknown address - i.e. respondent’s location -
could influence the results of analysis of attendance
the nearest school as well as the analysis of reasons
for school choice according to types of residential
zones. Therefore, the attendance the nearest school
was investigated only from the questionnaires with
determined permanent address. To identify factors
for school choice in general, all returned question-
naires were used. Though, the inquiry by means of
not fully anonymous questionnaires has number of
limitations - both general ones (e.g. validity) and spe-
cific in relation to school choice (e.g. suppression of
the reasons for school choice connected to racial and
ethnical intolerance) - it seemed to be an optimal way
to retrieve a large number of data for spatial analysis.

Geoinformation technologies were used to digi-
talize and vectorize survey responses into a spatial
database for use with ArcGIS in order to analyze and
visualize data. Pupil addresses were transferred to
a point layer. By comparing the location of pupils’
home addresses and the distance-based catchment
areas given above, the number of pupils attending the
elementary school closest to their place of residence
was identified. Other responses from the survey were
entered into the pupil address GIS layer, that is, into
an attribute table. Thus, responses could be not only
summarized, but they could be spatially assessed as
well, for example, by correlating locations within the
city.

4.1 Do elementary school pupils attend the school
closest to their homes?

The main research task was to determine how signif-
icant a role distance can play in elementary school
choice. Therefore, we posed the question, do pupils in
our sample attend the elementary school that is locat-
ed closest to their place of permanent residence? We
attempted to answer this question by comparing the
distance-based catchment areas modelled using net-
work analysis and the location of pupil home address-
es determined by the survey.

There are 29 elementary schools in Liberec. Their
spatial distribution is similar to the spatial distri-
bution of population density; thus, the elementary
school network sufficiently covers the needs of the
current population. One-third of schools (10 schools)
are located in the rental house zone. The remaining
schools are distributed nearly equally (6 or 7 schools)
in the three other types of residential zones. At first
glance at Figure 1 it is clear that the size of dis-
tance-based catchment areas of individual schools
differs significantly. Areas located in outlying parts of
the city are up to six-times bigger than in the center.
These differences are most likely caused by the more
spread out nature of the built-up areas in outlying
areas of the city in comparison to the densely built-
up area in the center with its denser elementary
school network. In the center, the average distance
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to a school is 400-500 meters, whereas in outlying
areas it is more than one kilometer (and can be up
to 1,500 or 1,600 meters). Thus, a school’s location
within the city influences the possibility of choosing
another competing school that is located further away
from a pupil’s home than the catchment-area school.
Therefore, inner city inhabitants will most likely be
able to choose from more schools for their children
without significantly increasing transportation costs.
Thus, the spatial distance of schools in the center does
not necessarily limit access to schools based on the
social and economic status of a pupil’s parents. How-
ever, due to the fact that it is easier to choose a school
in a smaller area, there is frequent segregation and
separation of some social and ethnic groups in cer-
tain schools (e.g., Kasparova, Souralova 2014; Jen-
nings 2010). In contrast, in outlying areas of the city,
due to longer commutes, choosing a school that is not
the closest might be difficult for parents, and there-
fore, they enroll their children in the closest school.
Another explanation might be the fact that in terms of
socioeconomic status, the inhabitants of single-family
house zone and housing estates, which are located in
outlying areas of the city, are generally more or less
homogenous compared to the city center. The schools
in these areas may perhaps better satisfy the prefer-
ences of local inhabitants, and there is therefore no
need to commute to another school.

Distance-based catchment areas were thus also
analyzed in terms of differences in trip distances to
the nearest elementary school by residential zone cat-
egory (single-family-house zones, rental house zones,
housing estates, and the compact historical center).
The results indicate that here there are also differenc-
es in attendance of the nearest school, which in this
case may be influenced by both residential density
and school distance to residential buildings as well
as the socioeconomic status of residents. Differences
in median distances were identified. In single-family
house zones the median distance pupils must trav-
el to school is 680 m, in housing estates it is 372 m,
and in the compact historical center it is 475 m. As
we did not make further qualitative inquiries, it can-
not be unequivocally demonstrated that the fact that
pupils residing in single-family-house zones have
longer commutes and in contrast pupils from housing
estates attend the closest schools to them is related
to their economic status. Significant differences in
school choice preferences demonstrably occur among
suburban residents. Here, whether due to insufficient
capacity of local schools, parents’ work commutes to
the city center, or school preference based on socioec-
onomic status (Ourednicek et al. 2013), students gen-
erally commute significant distances to school. Sub-
urban areas, however, were not included in our study.

Finally, it is important to keep in mind that the
modelled travel network was created based on foot
travel, that is, on a type of transportation that is
accessible to all. Data taking into account automobile

travel or public transportation would significant-
ly change the results. Therefore, for the purpose of
comparison with the actual situation, data obtained
from the questionnaire related to the location of each
pupil’s address was included in the analysis. These
data enable the researchers to determine the percent-
age of places of residence that were located within the
modelled distance-based catchment areas. Thus, it
was determined how many pupils living within a dis-
tance-based catchment area actually attended the
school closest to their home and how many did not.
The results are depicted in Figure 1. The above-for-
mulated hypotheses drawing from the distance-based
catchment areas were essentially validated. Once
again a relationship between attendance of the closest
school and a school’s location within in the city was
demonstrated, with a growing value from the center
outward. A majority of schools where only 50% of
respondents stated that a pupil attends the elementa-
ry school closest to his or her home are located in the
center or nearby. In contrast, attendance rates of the
nearest school for schools locating in outlying areas of
Liberec were never under 70%. Here, choosing anoth-
er school is influenced by longer distances and chang-
es in the environment that a pupil is already used to.
Similar result was presented by Taylor (2001), where
also parents were more likely to reject their nearest
school in the more dense areas.

The fact of the matter is, however, that 22% of
respondents did not give their address. As in recent
years the issue of school choice has been a relative-
ly controversial topic in the local media in Liberec, it
can be assumed that some of the respondents did not
give their home address (or did not even hand in the
questionnaire) in an attempt to hide the fact that their
children attend a school outside of their catchment
area. These assumptions would need to be validated
in a further study, however.

4.2 Factors influencing school choice

The second research question focused on in this
study was: On the basis of what criteria do parents
pick a school for their children? As a part of the ques-
tionnaire survey conducted at selected elementa-
ry schools in different types of residential zones of
Liberec, parents were posed an open question about
the factors that influenced their choice of elementary
school. Responses were correlated with respondents’
residential zone type.

As this was an open question, a multitude of
response types was recorded. Therefore, in order to
analyze the responses it was necessary to first gen-
eralize and categorize them. Thus, nine general fac-
tors that play an important role in elementary school
choice for pupils beginning their compulsory educa-
tion were identified. An overview of these general
categories is given in Table 1; they include the follow-
ing: location; teaching style and school focus; expe-
rience; other services; quality; references; specific
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Tabh. 1 Categories of factors influencing elementary school choice among the survey sample.

Specific factors

Factors (category)

Factors (category) Specific factors

in relation to place of residence

within the city

in relation to transportation

within a catchment area

instruction

facilities

Quality
school reputation

acceptance rates

) in relation to workplace references
Location - ) B References from .
in relation to the place of residence of ) recommendations
family member acquaintances
a Yy reviews from friends
not accepted at other schools
in relation to other institutions (nursery . . R
B . Specific personal reasons friends in school
school, doctor’s office, etc.)
recommendation from doctor
with other child teaching staff
Human capital and teachers
Experience specific school employees school management

contacts at the school

school focus

atmosphere

School culture —
communication

Teaching style and school

teaching methods
focus

classroom size

Other services free-time and extracurricular activities

Source: P. Meyer based on the questionnaire survey.

3,4

9,6

11,6
18,3

@ location
M teaching style and school focus

35,9
E experience

W quality

mreferences from acquaintances
M specific personal reasons

Bl other services

0 human capital and teachers

Bschool culture

Graph 1 Frequencies of factors influencing elementary school choice in Liberec in 2015 (in %).

Source: P. Meyer based on the questionnaire survey.
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personal reasons; human capital and characteristics
of teachers; and school culture. Graph 1 depicts the
percentages of each category. Most of the given rea-
sons correspond with the findings of a study conduct-
ed by Geppertetal. (2015) in Austria. Nonetheless, in
some regards there are differences in the percentage
of response types.

From the survey results in Liberec it is clear at first
sight that the most significant reason behind school
choice, even in current times despite the eradica-
tion of strictly assigned school districts, is distance
to school as well as other aspects of location. These
types of responses were given by more than one-third
of respondents (36%). This finding corresponds with
that of other Czech studies (e.g. Hrtotnov4, Strelec
2003); however, in the Austrian study by Geppert et
al. (2015) the factor of ease of access made up only
approximately 10% of responses (the study does not
mention any other location-based criteria). The cause
behind this difference may be the longer tradition of
parental choice in Austria. Foremost, Geppert’s et al.
(2015) study was conducted among respondents in
transition from primary to newly established type
of lower secondary school, when the short distance
to school is not already so important like for parents
of children staying at the beginning of school attend-
ance (Trnkova 2009). Simultaneously, the question in
Austrian study was posed in different way, like closed
question with a list of factors and all of them had to be
appreciate by respondents.

The second most frequent reason behind ele-
mentary school choice given was teaching style and
school focus (18%). In comparison with these two
factors, the other reasons given are of less signifi-
cance. Approximately one-tenth of responses fall
under the categories of experience with the given
school and school quality, followed by 8% of respons-
es giving references from acquaintances as a reason.
Other factors were given less than 10% of the time.
In contrast, the Austrian study indicates a great
emphasis on school quality and image; school repu-
tation, grades, and good impressions from open house
visits were categories included in approximately
10% of responses.

In interpreting the data obtained from the survey
conducted in Liberec it is necessary to take into care-
ful consideration the fact that each category includes
a heterogeneity of responses, as a result of which
factors may take on relatively different significance.
Responses that focused on location demonstrate an
array of different relations between schools and cer-
tain places, areas, and travel trajectories. As hypoth-
esized, parents’ most-often-cited factor was the loca-
tion of the elementary school in relation to their home.
Another factor was the macro-location of the school
within the city, that is, its location in relation to other
key places in the life of the respondent, or the rela-
tionship between the school’s location and its char-
acteristics (the “good vs. bad address” factor). Spatial

accessibility to schools, including temporal aspects of
travel, by public transportation or private automobile
was important, as was school location in relation to
parental work place, or to other institutes (nursery
schools, doctor’s offices, etc.). Similarly, accessibility
of the school by another family member may refer to
two different situations: when the respondent wanted
to meet with this family member or when this family
member had certain obligations to the pupil (such as
dropping them off or picking them up).

In conducting a more detailed analysis of this
response category it is therefore necessary to cor-
rect the statement that the significance of distance in
school choice takes into account only catchment area
distance (the shortest distance to the place of resi-
dence). On the contrary, this category includes a vari-
ety of significances attributed to school location stem-
ming from families’ daily movements through time
and space (cf. Temelova et al. 2011; Ellegard 1999).

There is also clear internal differentiation with-
in the set of responses falling under the category of
teaching style and school focus. The most frequent
factor given was school focus. Respondents prefer
schools focused either on sports or languages; these
findings are in keeping with general trends in Czech
society, described, for example, by Dvorak and Strak-
ova (2016). Many responses referred to the teaching
styles at the school, including the prominence of spe-
cific teaching methods (activating methods, group
work, project-based learning) or focusing on the
needs of individual learners (individualized instruc-
tion), specific curricula (e.g.,, foreign language instruc-
tion beginning in first grade), or the comprehensive
alternative educational focus of the school (e.g., Mon-
tessori schools). Respondents most frequently appre-
ciated small classroom size in connection with the
accompanying individualized approach of the teach-
ers to pupils.

Other response types were internally more homog-
enous. Reasons behind school choice categorized as
experience were most often linked to direct experi-
ence with a given school by someone in the family -
for example, when other children attended the same
school, or even when the respondents themselves
were graduates - or due to special contacts with peo-
ple at the school. Related categories include references
from acquaintances, or indirect experience with the
school, and school culture, or the impression respond-
ents got from a school when visiting (e.g., during an
open-house event) (for more on these factors, see
Geppert et al. 2015). Responses falling under the cat-
egory of school quality referred to “high-quality teach-
ing methods” - that is, methods that met the expec-
tations of the respondent (cf. Janik et al. 2013). The
quality category also includes responses referring
to good school facilities and a school’s more broadly
received reputation or image, whether purposefully
cultivated through marketing or the natural result of
comparison with other schools in the city. It could be
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also discussed, whether the categories school culture
or quality contains explicitly untold but implicitly
meant factor of ethnical structure of school as well.

In contrast to many foreign studies, comparing the
responses of respondents from various residential
zones in Liberec (see Graph 2) did not demonstrate
any significant differentiation. It could be expected
that respondents from single-family-house zones
will be economically better off and when choosing
a school they will pay more attention to school qual-
ity and image than residents of housing estates and
apartment buildings. The survey results, however,
indicate that the situation is nearly reversed. A high-
er percentage of respondents residing in single-fam-
ily-house zones indicated teaching style and school
focus as important factors in school choice, due to
the survey being conducted at one school featuring
elements of alternative education. Nonetheless, the
most important factor for respondents from all types
of residential zones was location. The fact that school
choice in Czechia has no elite function for privileged
societal groups (cf. Strakovd, Simonova 2015) may be
one explanation, although it is also possible that the
methodology behind delineating residential zones
and selecting the study sample was faulted. Using
other indicators, the survey would first have to clear-
ly identify the socioeconomic status of each respond-
ent and his or her educational aspirations and then
determine the motivation behind parental choice in
the case of each pupil.

5. Conclusion

The results of a survey of elementary school attend-
ance and parental school choice preferences in the
urban environment of Liberec offer up several key
conclusions. The attendance the nearest school was
measured by means of data from questionnaire sur-
vey among parents of first- and second-grade elemen-
tary school pupils projected into the model school dis-
tance-based catchment areas measured by a straight
line from the school to pupils’ home.

The percentage of pupils attending the elementa-
ry school closest to their place of residence is higher
in schools that are located further away from the city
center. At the same time, distance-based catchment
areas in these outlying parts of the city are several
times larger than in the city center. In the urban core,
elementary school density is higher and the distance
between schools is shorter. Thanks to these facts, par-
ents have greater school choice here and can simul-
taneously still fulfill their expectations regarding
shorter commuting distances. The macro-location
of a school within the city can therefore significantly
influence the choice of one school over another (cf.
Taylor 2001).

The set of preferences that guided elementary
school choice among respondents of preliminary
questionnaire survey is relatively varied, but none-
theless they can be grouped into categories based on
response similarities. These preferences are related

100% -
90% M location
80% - m teaching style and focus
70% = experience
60% - W quality
50% - 0 references from acquaintances
40% - W specific personal reasons
30% - @ other services
20% - 0 human capital and teachers
10% 0 school culture
0% L] s | . | I:ll .
rental houses single-family  housing compact
houses estates historical
center

Graph 2 Frequency of factors influencing elementary school choice in Liberec by residential zone type in 2015 (in %).

Source: P. Meyer based on the questionairre survey.
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to both external aspects of the school as well as to
internal school or perceived characteristics. Based
on the fact that 36% of survey respondents gave loca-
tion-based factors as reasons behind school choice.
Parents put greater emphasis on closer schools with
shorter commute times or schools with advantageous
location within their daily time-space framework.
Even what, school location is the most important
factor in school choice in all zones of the city, also
those with different residential characteristics. These
findings are in some respect in opposite to similar,
especially foreign studies, which proved different
strategies of school choice among parents from var-
ious socio-economical environment (e.g., Ball et al.
1995; Holloway, Pimlott-Wilson 2012). It might be
cause either by dissimilar behavior of inhabitants
in post-socialist city, or by several limits of chosen
research methodology, which could be as follows:

First, we investigated number of pupils who (non-)
attend the nearest school (see Fig. 1). Nevertheless,
with respect to post-socialist inertia of school dis-
tricts, it could be no less important to study how many
pupils follow these school districts which were delim-
itated on the basis of other aspects, not only a metric
distance.

Second, the delimitation of particular residential
zones within the city was not detailed enough. The
other criteria measuring the socio-economical statute
of residents should be used for this purpose.

Number of limits could be find in the question-
naire survey as well. To investigate factors of school
choice using an open question has the advantage that
the respondents could name any idea without being
influenced by specified categories. Nevertheless,
this seeming freedom might lead to generalization
of more specific reasons of school choice under the
rather a neutral location factor. How was mentioned
above, from the articles in the local press is evident
that the aspect of choosing a school out of particu-
lar school districtis substantially discussed issue in
Liberec. With respect to non-fully anonymous ques-
tionnaire, such circumstances could be concealed.
Similarly the controversial issues like race, ethnicity
were not mentioned as well. They might be hidden
in respondents’ choice of factor titled macro-location
within the city, which also mirrors the aspect of bad
and good address.

Finally it is necessary to keep in mind that location
factor was mentioned only by 36% of respondents.
Consequently, two thirds of answers involve different
factors from the location. The closed question with
a list of factors which all of them has to be appreciate
by respondents (cf. Geppertetal. 2015) would help to
receive more complex public opinion.

More qualitative survey (at least in-depth inter-
views with parents) in this issue is thus necessary.
For full understanding, other factors must be taken
into account, including the frameworks of education-
al policy, the motives of many actors - for example,

school management - and the regional school policy
visions of city hall, including the opinions of opposi-
tion parties.
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