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There is an ample scholarly and popular literature describing the rise in “anxiety” among middle-
class parents. This paper draws from a study of urban middle-class parents who were considering
sending their children to public school. Focusing on one neighborhood and its school, it describes
the impact of anxiety on the choice process. It further examines the emergence of a counter-
movement among parents who saw their choice of the school as rejection of contemporary “heli-
copter parenting.” [school choice, urban education, social reproduction, “anxious”
parenting]

In recent years, popular and scholarly literatures have examined the rise of parental (or
more accurately, middle-class parental) anxiety.1 In these publications, parents are por-
trayed as expressing and acting upon intensified concerns about their children’s safety,
self-esteem, learning, and, perhaps most importantly, ability to compete in the new social
and economic order (Ball 2003; Gibbs 2009; Marano 2008; Nelson 2010). Whether based on
anecdotal evidence or large interview samples, this body of literature tends to focus on
middle-class parents (or, more specifically, the “professional middle class” [Nelson 2010])
and to present this population as fairly monolithic in its response to the pressures and
perceived risks that shape contemporary parenting. The study described here tells a
slightly different story. First, it focuses on school choice, showing how anxiety shaped a
group of middle-class parents’ decisions about where to send their children to school.
Second, it suggests that middle-class parents actively negotiate with issues of risk and, in
some cases, use their choice of a school to deliberately distance themselves from what they
see as other parents’ unreasonable anxieties.

While the literature on school choice has told us much about the factors that affect
parents’ decision making (e.g., Goldring and Phillips 2008), we know less about how and
to what extent intensified anxiety also plays a role, particularly in the U.S. context. At the
same time, the literature documenting contemporary parenting trends has devoted little
attention to the ways in which high levels of anxiety are manifest (and how they are
managed) when it comes to choosing a school. Yet the choice of a school has significant
consequences for children, and in choosing a school parents must negotiate important—
though often unstated—issues of race and class. As a result, an analysis of how middle-
class parents experience and understand their own and other parents’ anxiety during the
choice process provides insight into contemporary processes of social reproduction as well
as the profound role race continues to play in shaping notions of safety and danger.

This study focuses on Darcy Elementary, a neighborhood public school in a large
northeastern city, and the middle-class parents who were considering sending their chil-
dren there. Conducted by a team of researchers, the study used ethnographic methods to
examine how and why middle-class parents, many of whom have other options, choose to
send their children to an urban public school. The issue of parental anxiety was a promi-
nent theme in the data, particularly because the choice of a neighborhood public school
was viewed as “unsafe” by these parents in many ways. Here, I examine middle-class
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parental anxiety during the choice process and the strategies parents used to manage their
concerns. I also focus on parents who viewed sending their children to an urban public
school as a way of disrupting what they saw as an unhealthy discourse around the need to
both protect children from any possible harm and maximize their future prospects. In the
context of entrenched school segregation, the interest among white and middle-class
families in urban public schools suggests new possibilities for racial and socioeconomic
integration. For this reason, it is important to understand how the parents in this study
thought about their options and the role anxiety—particularly around issues of race and
class—played in their decision-making processes.

Like notions of good parenting, conceptions of risk and what children need are socially
constructed. There is no “objective” standard, and the goal here is not to evaluate parents’
concerns. Drawing on the work of “risk society” theorists (e.g., Beck 1992; Giddens 1991,
1999), as well as research on parenting as risk management (Murphy 2000) and parents’
efforts to control their children’s experiences (Nelson 2010), I argue that depictions of
school choice for middle-class parents are incomplete without attention to the ways
anxiety and parents’ efforts to minimize risk affect the process. Yet scholars and journalists
have tended to use a broad brush to portray contemporary parenting practices, suggesting
that middle-class parents are fairly passive recipients of the messages they receive about
the need to protect their children from danger and prepare them for competition. In
contrast, I argue that in the setting described here parents actively negotiated issues of risk
and anxiety, striving to distance themselves from what they saw as an overly anxious
parenting culture at the same time that they developed a variety of strategies to manage
their own sense of the hazards involved in using an urban public school.

Literature Review: Parenting in the “Risk Society”

There is a large and growing literature—both scholarly and popular—on high levels of
anxiety among contemporary middle-class parents. For example, Hara Marano’s A Nation
of Wimps (2008) is an indictment of “hothouse parenting,” in which parents attempt to
protect their children from any danger or discomfort, manage every aspect of their lives,
and place undue emphasis on children’s academic achievement. Frank Furedi’s Paranoid
Parenting (2002) makes a related argument, asserting that “expert” advice and alarmist
rhetoric about the dangers lurking in everyday situations have deprived parents of the
trust—in one another and in themselves—essential to functional parenting. While some of
this literature could fairly be accused of ahistoricism and alarmism, other research has
looked at contemporary parenting and found increased levels of anxiety, particularly
around children’s safety, in the past several decades (Nelson 2010; Pain 2006).

Scholarly writing on the “risk society” helps put this rise in parental anxiety in social
and historical context. According to this line of thought, an intensified awareness of
possible dangers and efforts to manage or avoid these dangers are central features of life
in the late 20th century West (Beck 1992; Giddens 1991, 1999). According to Anthony
Giddens, popular thinking about risk changed in the last decades of the 20th century, from
a focus on “external risks” (e.g., risks derived from acts of nature, such as flood or famine)
to a fixation on “manufactured risks” (e.g., risks derived from human actions, such as
climate change or terrorism).

In addition to a heightened awareness of these new sorts of dangers, late-modern
societies are characterized by a wide range of choices and a moving away from traditional
roles and norms, making social life seem less certain than it had in the past. Modernity
“brings uncertainty to every niche of existence” (Beck 1992:100). Because people have to
make choices without relying on tradition or established frameworks, they become more
closely aware of their own responsibility and of the many possible consequences of their
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decisions. As Elizabeth Murphy explains in her study of the discourse of risk and infant
feeding, “The future is treated as highly contingent, and individuals face a complex
plurality of choices, each redolent with unintended and undesirable consequences”
(2000:292).

Scholars of risk further argue that contemporary neoliberal policies, with their empha-
sis on choice and individual responsibility, have led to a “privatization of risk manage-
ment” (Murphy 2000:293). Individuals must act independently—by making the right
“choices”—to reduce risk and ensure positive outcomes. A person’s freedom (to choose a
school, a career, or even a consumer product) carries with it a new set of responsibilities,
including the burden of planning for and minimizing possible negative outcomes. In this
context, parenting becomes as much about managing risk as it does about nurturing
children (Lee, Macvarish, and Bristow 2010).

While many of the threats risk theorists discuss have to do with safety, the instability
that characterizes late-modern society has implications for social status, pointing to
another source of anxiety. Research on middle-class parents and social reproduction has
found that parents are increasingly concerned about growing economic competition and
the loss of a social safety net, believing their children cannot “succeed” without significant
parental management (Ball 2003; Campbell, Proctor, and Sherington 2009). In her seminal
study of class and parenting practices, Lareau explains, “Worried about how their children
will get ahead, middle-class parents are increasingly determined to make sure that their
children are not excluded from any opportunity that might eventually contribute to their
advancement” (2003:5). Risk theorists note that this increasing responsibility becomes in
itself a source of worry; as middle-class parents take charge of more aspects of their
children’s development, the possibility that they could make a costly mistake becomes
larger (Hoffman 2010). Thus, Stephen Ball describes a “kind of moral panic around
schooling and school choice” that results from the always lurking possibility that, in
making the wrong decision, parents have harmed their children’s prospects (2003:266).

Studies of intensified parenting tend to focus on the middle-class and to use general
terms to describe parents’ concerns and actions.2 While such studies have usefully docu-
mented this social phenomenon, they have failed to account for nuance and variation in
attitudes and behaviors. For example, in Anxious Parents, a history of 20th-century parent-
ing, Peter Stearns shows that middle-class parents were subject to a host of advice from
“experts” and worried a great deal about how to address such issues as safety, discipline,
and self-esteem. Yet, as Stearns himself acknowledges, his work “propose[s] generaliza-
tions at the expense of some subtle distinctions” (2004:8). It does not examine the ways in
which individuals and groups varied in how they navigated parenting challenges or the
extent to which they accepted dominant messages about what parents should or should
not do.

Another example comes from Margaret Nelson’s (2010) study of middle-class parents
and risk. Nelson describes the pressure parents felt to ensure their children’s academic
success or provide them with the same level of material possessions as their peers and
observes that some parents were frustrated with these expectations. Yet, she notes, “they
see no way out, since these actions are taken in response to their own and other parents’
anxieties about the reproduction of class privilege” (2010:81). In other words, even those
who were internally conflicted about the new expectations for parenting nevertheless
adhered to them. While perhaps not passive, neither were these parents actively engaging
in the conversation.

What is missed in these narratives are the facts that all parents (even all middle-class
parents) are not the same in responding to these anxieties and that parents’ responses are
shaped by their individual proclivities and social and cultural contexts. In a study of
parents’ views of safety and children’s outdoor play, Nicholas Jenkins (2006) found that
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they shifted between different positions on safety issues and thought carefully about the
level of risk with which they were comfortable. His findings offer a new perspective,
showing that the parents are “not in the grips of paranoia but are instead actively attempt-
ing to wrestle with competing sets of cultural orientations regarding the health and
well-being of their children” (p. 390). Thus, although I situate my study in the literature on
risk and “intensive parenting,” I argue that the current understanding of middle-class
parental anxiety is far too simplistic and would benefit from closer analysis of how such
parents negotiate the choices, responsibilities, and perceived risks inherent to contempo-
rary parenting. In choosing (or even considering) an urban public school, despite the
uncertainties involved, many parents in this study were attempting to reject the “hothouse
parenting” of their peers. This is evidence of a greater complexity than the literature
currently acknowledges and of the existence of an emerging counterdiscourse that could
also impact the school-choice process.

Research Design and Methods

This study was designed to understand how and why middle-class parents choose to
send their children to an urban public elementary school. Rather than viewing the choice
process as an individualized one, in which parents operate in isolation to make the
decision they believe best for their children, the research team assumed that parents’
decisions were shaped in important ways by their context and social relations. We sought
to use ethnographic methods to develop a highly contextualized portrayal of one school
and the community around it. We identified Darcy Elementary, an urban school with a
significant middle-class presence, as an appropriate site for our research. Our overarching
research questions were, “What motivated middle-class parents to send their children to Darcy,
a socioeconomically integrated urban school?” And “What were the processes through which they
came to that decision?”3

Research was conducted during the 2008–9 school year, by a team composed of three
researchers. Two were white women and faculty members. The third member, an African
American woman, was a graduate student and research assistant. Data include interviews
and participant-observation. All three team members participated in data collection, with
the graduate student conducting more of the observations and the faculty members con-
ducting the interviews.

We conducted a total of 32 interviews with parents, school personnel, and community
members. The focus of this paper is the 25 of these that were with middle-class parents.
(We categorized a parent as middle class if he or she had a college degree and/or worked
in a professional or managerial capacity.) Of the middle-class parents interviewed, 16 had
children at Darcy or who had recently graduated from Darcy, 5 considered Darcy but chose
independent schools, and 4 enrolled their children at Darcy but eventually removed them
from the school. (See Table 1 for a summary of our interview sample.) Some of the
participants in our study said they could have afforded private school (in a handful of
cases because the grandparents were willing to help with tuition), others said they could
have done so only with significant sacrifices in other areas, and a small group said it would
be impossible. All could have moved to nearby suburbs, which were known for their
high-quality public schools. We used snowball sampling to select interview participants,
beginning with the parent-teacher organization (PTO) and the Darcy Group (described
below). All interviews were semistructured, tape recorded, and transcribed, and lasted
approximately one hour. Interviews were conducted in parents’ homes, workplaces, or
local coffee shops. They covered parents’ own educational backgrounds, their impressions
of and experiences with Darcy, their reasons for choosing (or not choosing) the school, and
the processes through which they made that choice.
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Both faculty members were parents who had undergone the school choice process for
their own children and had experienced many of the dilemmas faced by parents in this
study. Indeed, there were many similarities between the faculty members and the parents
discussed in this article—including class status, parenting experience, educational level,
and political orientation—that allowed for a relative openness during the interviews about
the complexities and contradictions inherent to the process of choosing a school. With
respect to the white parents, this ease was further facilitated by a shared racial status,
which likely helped parents feel even more comfortable discussing their views and expe-
riences. In contrast, the interviews with parents of color may have been constrained in
some ways by the challenges of crossing racial lines. We also conducted interviews with
school personnel, working-class parents, and Springfield Heights community members,
but these interviews are not analyzed here.

In addition, we conducted approximately 70 hours of participant-observation at and
around Darcy Elementary. We attended four meetings of the Darcy Group (an organization
run by parents to provide prospective parents with a forum to learn about Darcy and share
questions and concerns) and six meetings of the PTO. We were also participant-observers
at the school’s open house for prospective families, Back-to-School Night, school plays,
school dropoff and pick up, and on school tours. Our status during these visits was always
that of researchers and observers. We were introduced as such at school events (such as
PTO meetings or Back-to-School Night), and we introduced ourselves that way at Darcy
Group meetings. In our fieldwork, we were clearly on the observer end of the participant-
observer spectrum (Hammersley and Atkinson 2000).

The analysis presented here draws largely from interviews with middle-class parents
and observations at Darcy Group meetings, school tours, and open houses. In those
contexts, parents were negotiating the decision-making process or, in the case of inter-
views, reflecting upon the decisions they made. Other data (such as observations at school
plays or interviews with teachers) were useful in contextualizing the data, helping us to
see why, for example, some parents saw Darcy as a “good enough” school. But these data
were less useful in understanding parents’ own perspectives on the choice process, the
focus of this paper. Of course, as parents discussed the school—either in interviews or at
Darcy Group meetings or other events—they were also actively managing the impression
they made on those around them, including the interviewers (Goffman 1959). An aware-
ness of this process and of what views and actions would be deemed acceptable in this
context (e.g., support for public education and diversity, criticism of racial prejudice)
figured into our analysis, particularly as we examined parents’ attempts to present them-
selves as markedly less anxious than their peers.

All data were analyzed by at least two members of the research team. We first read
through several interviews and generated a list of 25 codes that drew from our own

Table 1.
Interview Sample (Middle-Class Parents)

Current parent Former parent—
satisfied*

Former parent—
dissatisfied**

Non-chooser*** Total

White 10 2 3 4
Black 4 1
Latino 0 1
Total 14 2 4 5 25

*These parents no longer had a child at Darcy because he or she completed the program or
enrolled in a magnet school. They remained satisfied with the school.
**These parents were not satisfied with Darcy and removed their children from the school.
***These parents seriously considered sending their children to Darcy but ultimately decided
against it.
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research questions and emerged from our reading of the data. Next, the research assistant
coded two interviews using that list. The team then reviewed the coded interviews,
checked for accuracy and reliability, and added additional codes that emerged. At that
point, the team worked together to develop a “codebook” listing all codes and their
explanations. The research assistant used this codebook (and Atlas.ti software) to code all
data.

I then reread the data specifically related to the choice process, adding 15 additional
codes and writing memos for each. At that point, anxiety had emerged as an important
issue in the data, with parents talking about their own anxiety and, even more strongly,
about what they saw as other parents’ anxiety. For the purposes of this paper, I grouped
these data into three main categories: general parent anxiety, strategies for managing
anxiety, and criticism of anxiety. For each of these categories, I developed further subcat-
egories, including “decision made with others” and “criticism of hothouse parenting.”
Throughout this process, the team met regularly to discuss and refine the analysis.

Introduction to Darcy Elementary and Springfield Heights

Darcy Elementary is a K-8th grade school located in Springfield Heights, a racially
integrated, middle-class neighborhood about five miles from the downtown area of a
major northeastern city. Darcy’s main building, a two-story red-brick structure completed
in 1908, is listed on the National Registry of Historic Places as an example of the Colonial
Revival style. A modern annex, also in red brick, was added in 1988. The school is stately
in appearance, with tall maple trees waving out front, and attractive architectural details,
such as original grey stone molding around the doors. However, the paint on the trim is
peeling and the iron fence in front of the school is rusted. The original structure boasts
generous windows and a small cupola on the roof, while on the annex only a few windows
and a large expanse of brick face the street.

Once inside the visitor is struck by a sense of cheerful purpose. Students are orderly as
they walk through the hallways, holding doors for one another and for visitors and smiling
politely. Teachers and the principal greet students by name. The classrooms are large, but
the spaces are carefully broken up into smaller, more child-friendly areas, including
learning centers, reading corners, and, in one room, a “Peace Table” with a stuffed palm
tree leaning over it invitingly. Though the school’s common areas (especially the hallways
and cafeteria) look worn, the classrooms are visually rich and engaging, with signs and
pictures on the walls and ample supplies of books and other materials.

In 2008, 482 students attended Darcy. The school as a whole was 85 percent African
American and 11 percent white, but the white students were disproportionately clustered
in the younger grades. For example, 34 percent (14) of the 41 kindergarten students were
white, and 19 percent (10) of the 52 first graders were white. By fourth grade, only 11
percent (6) of the students were white, and there were no white eighth graders at all. This
steady decline was due to the fact that white families from Springfield Heights tended to
send their children to Darcy in the early grades only. By the upper grades, many white
students had either tested into the district’s high-performing magnet school, which begins
in fifth grade, or moved to private school. Thirty-eight percent of the students qualified for
free or reduced lunch, significantly below the district’s average of 74 percent.

Darcy’s students consistently outperformed the district average on standardized tests.
In 2007–8, just over 50 percent of 3rd graders in the public system were “advanced” or
“proficient” in reading on the state test, but 77 percent of Darcy students were. Sixty-four
percent of Darcy’s 8th graders scored “advanced” or “proficient” in math in 2008 com-
pared to only 49 percent of students in the system as a whole. According to the provisions
of the federal No Child Left Behind law, Darcy made “adequate yearly progress” each year.
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Springfield Heights runs alongside a large park, and the neighborhood itself is subur-
ban in feel. Although many houses in Springfield Heights are modest, there are also grand
old stone homes, with large, carefully manicured lawns and gardens. The median sale
price for houses in Springfield Heights in 2007 was $267,500, compared to a citywide
median of only $95,000. In addition to being largely middle class, Springfield Heights is
one of the oldest stably integrated neighborhoods in the country. According to census data,
in 2000 the area was 52 percent African American and 43 percent white.

Springfield Heights’ unique status as a stably integrated community is likely due, at
least in part, to its long history of political liberalism. The community tends to be politi-
cally active on environmental and social justice causes, and this activism is integral to the
neighborhood’s identity. The Springfield Heights Co-op, located just across the street from
Darcy, has been there since 1972. It is flanked by a small independent bookstore and is
catty-corner from a coffee shop, Heights Coffee. Next to Heights Coffee are a yoga studio,
a sustainability-themed children’s store, a pet store, and a dry cleaners—all independently
owned.

The school system of which Darcy is a part has experienced years of failure and
problems with violence and insufficient resources. Thus, the majority of children in
Springfield Heights (approximately 55 percent) went to private school.4 The decision to
forgo Darcy for a private school was not an insignificant one from a financial perspective.
Tuition at independent schools hovered around $10,000 during this period, and at some
schools, particularly in the upper grades, it was closer to $20,000—quite an expense in a
city with a median household income of just under $37,000 in 2008.

Beginning in 2001, a number of white, middle-class Springfield Heights parents came
together to change that. A local couple, Sara and Frank Rodman, convened a meeting—
inviting friends, neighbors, and people recruited through flyers and word of mouth—to
discuss the possibility of sending their children to Darcy. For the next eight years, the
Darcy Group met monthly in the Rodmans’ living room. At these meetings, which drew as
few as 4 and as many as 35 participants, the mostly white and middle-class parents sat in
a loose circle on couches and folding chairs. Teachers and administrators from Darcy, as
well as district officials and the occasional political candidate, also visited. One of the
Rodmans facilitated the conversation, which generally involved sharing information about
the school, prospective parents asking questions and raising concerns, and current parents
describing their own experiences. As we will see later in this article, attendance at the
Darcy Group was a key way parents resolved some of the anxiety they brought to the
choice process.

Public Schools as Risky Ventures

When we asked one father in our study about his decision to use Darcy, he noted that
few other neighborhood families used the school. “I don’t know why people in Springfield
Heights aren’t more willing to try,” he mused (interview, April 30, 2009). His comment
touched on an important point. In Springfield Heights, many parents viewed sending
one’s children to the neighborhood public school as risky at best. Parents worried that the
overall quality was poor, that the instruction was weak or overly traditional, and that the
dysfunction they associated with all urban public schools would impact their children.
White parents also worried about the school’s racial composition—the fact that their
children would be in the minority—and whether or not the school maintained a safe and
orderly learning environment. These concerns persisted even in the face of evidence of the
school’s academic success, suggesting that the school’s urban location and racial compo-
sition may have served as important signals of school quality and safety (Lewis 2003).
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Some parents spoke generally of the quality of the school, especially in comparison to
local private schools, and how that could impact their children’s futures. Paul, a white
father who looked at Darcy but chose to send his children to a private school observed, “I
think the academic and intellectual and social experience that I saw Darcy offering at that
time—I think it was uneven in quality.” While he considered himself a “regular guy,” he
sent his children to a relatively elite private school as a way of getting them the kind of
“first-rate elementary and secondary education” that was not available in the public
system (interview, March 13, 2009). Paul’s comment—and his willingness to make private
school his family’s “one extravagant luxury item”—indicate a strong belief that school
quality matters, not just in shaping children’s day-to-day experiences but also in preparing
them for future success. To him, private schools offered something public schools
could not.

At a Darcy Group meeting, a white Springfield Heights father (with a 3-year-old son
and a baby daughter) introduced himself by saying he had just moved from Iowa where
his parents were teachers and public schools were the only option. Looking earnestly
around the room and twisting his hands in his lap, he explained that he was a supporter
of public schools and was hoping to send his son to Darcy but was not entirely comfortable
with that option. He did not reveal which issues were particularly concerning to him but
said that he wanted to make sure he was not “making a mistake by sending [his son] to
Darcy” (fieldnotes, March 25, 2009). Whereas he was “willing to try” in the words of the
father quoted earlier, his comments and anxious demeanor suggested he saw himself as
walking through dangerous territory, as entering an institution whose quality could not be
taken for granted. Like Paul and the parents in Ball’s (2003) study, he worried about the
consequences for his son’s life if he made the wrong choice.

A number of parents mentioned the caliber of teaching and learning at the school as a
central concern. Here is Grace, a white Springfield Heights mother, describing her hus-
band’s reluctance to send their son, Simon, to Darcy for kindergarten:

He didn’t think that Simon would get a good enough education there. And he was worried that he
would be—Simon is very bright—and that he would be bored. . . . And it was something that I was
concerned with: Would Simon be challenged? And it’s still something I’m concerned with. [Inter-
view, February 20, 2009]

Grace started out attributing the worry about instructional quality to her husband but
concluded her comment by observing that she too was concerned that the school would
not be rigorous enough for her son. Implicit here is the belief that her son’s long-term
prospects could be harmed by an inadequate educational experience.

In a city where the school district had an overwhelmingly negative reputation, Darcy’s
status as a public school added to the sense that it was not a safe choice. Parents were
informed by both the larger discourse about the failures of urban education and this
particular district’s history of turmoil, bureaucratic intransigence, and fiscal shortfalls. At
a Darcy Group meeting, an African American couple explained that they were interested
in Darcy because they did not have the resources for private school but were very reluctant.
Other members of their family had warned them against any public school in the city. They
said they were considering “exceptional” options, like Darcy, but still saw the lack of
resources and general bureaucracy as a “major concern” (fieldnotes, February 25, 2009). To
them, and to other parents who noted the shabbiness of the building or the lack of a
librarian, although Darcy may have seemed superior to other city public schools, there was
no guarantee that their children there would not be subjected to the same problems that
plagued the system as a whole.

Another concern that came up for many parents was the racial composition of the
school. White parents at Darcy Group meetings and in interviews said they wanted their
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children in diverse environments but did not want them to be the “only [white] one.” For
example, Polly had been very enthusiastic about Darcy until she visited the school and saw
that her son (whose father was Latino) would be in the distinct minority. She explained . . .

And one of the things that I had heard about Darcy was that there was some diversity. So one of
the things that really struck me [when I visited the school] was that I saw very, very few children
who weren’t African American, like maybe like two or three. Very, very few. Literally, I think like
two. And that really struck me. And really kind of got in there and mattered. And I kept telling
myself, well, you know, Frank Rodman’s kids are there and other friends’ kids are there, and
they’re fine with it. They’re completely—it’s not an issue. And I kind of suspected that if we sent
Sebastian, that we’re similar enough to them that it would also not be an issue. But I couldn’t quite
see how it wasn’t going to be. [Interview, March 3, 2009]

Though Polly knew that friends of hers, who were “similar” in their views of race and
class, did not seem troubled by the school’s racial composition, she worried about how her
family would deal with it. In the end, the thought of her son being one of a small number
of non-African American students was just too unsettling to her. When a local private
school offered Sebastian a generous financial aid packet, she and her husband decided to
send him there. In raising this concern, the Springfield Heights parents were certainly not
alone. Research on school choice and racial preferences suggests that white parents tend
to prefer schools that are predominantly white (Holme 2002; Saporito and Lareau 1999). In
fact, by even considering sending their children to a predominantly African American
school, these white parents were likely unusual.

Parents’ fears about the school’s racial composition were intertwined with concerns
about student behavior. To many parents, the presence of large numbers of African
American students and what they saw as these students’ unruly and sometimes violent
behavior was disconcerting, calling up racialized narratives of urban schools as dangerous
places. One father, who eventually removed his daughter from Darcy, explained why he
and his wife were somewhat hesitant about using the school, “I guess another concern was
would this sort of coarseness of some kids’ behavior be detrimental to either the classroom
tone [or] demeanor or somehow negatively affect Nell” (interview, April 2, 2009). Because
Darcy was located at a busy corner, where Springfield Heights residents bought their
groceries or stopped for coffee, the playground also became an issue, with many parents
feeling uncomfortable about the rough play they saw there. For example, Carrie, a white
Springfield Heights mother who did send her daughter to Darcy, observed, “But, like the
safety issue. I guess that was a concern I had, just walking by the playground and always
seeing. . . . It seemed like kids were fighting” (interview, October 14, 2009). To these
parents, the behavior they witnessed conflicted with their own ideas about how students
should conduct themselves in school and what they wanted for their children.

The extent to which parents were accurate in their perception that the school was a
“rough” or “threatening” place (interview, April 2, 2009) is unclear, and, of course, notions
of safety are highly contingent. According to one measure—the number of violent inci-
dents reported during the school year—Darcy’s report of seven incidents in 2008–9 placed
it at approximately the same level as nearby schools. It had more reported incidents than
some of the highest achieving elementary schools in the city but far fewer than many
others.

While some conversations in the neighborhood did associate unruly behavior in Darcy’s
schoolyard with the presence of large numbers of African American students,5 most
interviewees refrained from explicitly naming issues of class and race when they dis-
cussed their concerns about student behavior, perhaps because they did not want to be
seen as succumbing to stereotypes. In contrast, Paul, the parent quoted earlier who chose
private school over Darcy, was less ambiguous. He described visiting the school and
observing a lesson that “got totally derailed because [of] two young boys who could not
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keep their mouths shut and their hands to themselves and [who] looked like they needed
a bath and their clothes washed.” In addition, he noted, while doing errands near the
school, he had seen “groups of young people, predominantly if not exclusively African
American, walking around with a level of vernacular and conversation and the number of
F-bombs that really put me out” (interview, March 13, 2009). Paul argued that this was an
issue of class, rather than race, and it is likely that many, like him, were concerned about
what they saw as the negative influence of “street culture” (Anderson 2000), which they
associated with low-income African Americans.

For all of the reasons discussed here, many parents in Springfield Heights saw Darcy as
an unsuitable and risky option for their children. Whether or not they were “right” in
making this assessment is beside the point. What is important here is that many were
discouraged from using the school because they believed it would not reliably provide
their children with the sort of experience they wanted. They saw the choice they made
about which school to use as enormously consequential and were unwilling to chance
making a mistake, even if their politics or pocketbooks said otherwise.

“They Think It’s a Dangerous, Wild Place”: Critiquing Other Parents’ Anxiety

In this context, parents made the decision to use Darcy very deliberately, weighing a
variety of issues, from political beliefs to views about diversity, to their sense of their own
children’s needs.6 For many parents, their interest in Darcy also served as evidence that
they were not the much-maligned helicopter parents. Indeed, even those parents who
eventually pulled their children from Darcy and enrolled them in private schools strove to
distance themselves from what they called “risk-averse” parenting. In making this criti-
cism, they focused particularly on issues of social reproduction and safety.

“I Wasn’t All That Worried They Wouldn’t Get into Harvard”: Anxiety and Social Status

In the previous section, I noted that implicit in many parents’ concerns about Darcy was
the belief that it did not offer high-quality instruction and that attendance there could
harm children’s long-term prospects. In explaining their own interest in Darcy, other
parents challenged the assumption that children needed a “first-rate” educational experi-
ence to be successful. They strove to distance themselves from what they saw as an undue
fixation on preparing children to compete academically.

Gloria, a white woman, described her interest in Darcy as partly driven by her
belief that her preschool-aged twin girls did not need an especially enriched academic
environment:

We’ve seen people pull kids out of the inner-city schools—or the city schools—because of fear or
because they were training them from, like, preschool to go to Harvard. And I’m, like, you know
what? At three, four, five, I’m thinking they’re going to get—and my background’s child
development—so I’m thinking they’re going to get stimulation at home. I’m not really that
worried. I’d like socialization skills taught in early grade school. I’d like them to learn to get along
with people that are different from them. I’d like them to learn how to respect another adult and
the teacher. All that kind of fun, group socialization stuff. And I knew they’d get the learning. I
wasn’t all that worried that they wouldn’t get into Harvard or something if they went to Darcy at
kindergarten. I knew it would be just fine. [Interview, March 10, 2009]

Gloria used a fixation on Harvard as a symbol for what she saw as an excessive focus
among parents on a particular type of academic achievement: acceptance into elite colleges
and universities. She argued that this fixation—and the underlying assumption that atten-
dance at such schools was necessary for future success—is misguided and contrasted it
with her own sense that her children “would be just fine.”
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While Gloria ended up deciding against Darcy (because one of her daughters had
special needs), Sophie, a white mother who did use Darcy, made a similar point. She
described her and her husband’s approach to researching Darcy, which involved talking to
a few parents who had sent their children there (rather than examining test scores or other
indicators of quality):

In some ways, we really questioned, like, are we doing this right? You know, kind of going on the
reputation of the school. We know people, some people [whose] kids have gone through and made
it to college. And it also just felt like, we’re of the mind that people are so nuts about giving their
kids the best from day one. [Interview, April 2, 2009]

Like Gloria, she disparaged a focus on preparing children “from day one” for high
academic achievement.7 She also used the choices and experiences of other families (who
shared her race and class status) as evidence that the school was “good enough.” Gloria
and Sophie are not saying that their children’s future is out of their control nor are they
saying that they are not invested in their children’s continued membership within the
middle class. Instead, they are questioning the level of resources parents must invest, and
the quality of education children must have, to maintain that status. They see college
attendance—and not necessarily admission to Harvard—as essential, and they believe that
is well within their children’s reach.

Like Sophie, a number of Darcy parents referred to the pressures they felt parents faced
to provide their children with “the best” and how this discouraged them from using
public schools. Here is Jason, a white father, talking about his decision to send his
daughter, then in first grade, to Darcy:

The thing that struck me was, there’s so much pressure put on parents to do what’s right for their
children. And schools just seem ripe for playing on parents’ fears about, you know, if you make the
wrong decision you’re screwing up. And the easy way to make the right decision here is to shell out
a lot of money. Because everybody else is sort of doing it and you pay the money, and then you
don’t have to worry. . . . [Interview, October 30, 2008]

In this context, Jason argued, parents are pushed toward a decision that, while financially
costly, provides the assurance that they are doing everything possible to ensure their
children’s success. He and his wife saw this assurance as illusory: “And neither one of us
felt that way at all. In fact, I felt that it was just a manipulation” (interview, October 30,
2008). Sending his daughter to Darcy was, for Jason, a way of both naming and rejecting
that manipulation, of asserting that his daughter’s future was not dependent upon atten-
dance at an elite institution.

“Special” Children and “Safe” Spaces

Parents were also critical of those parents who viewed their own children as “special”
in some way. For example, at a Darcy Group meeting Sara referred to private-school
parents who saw their children as “special or delicate or fragile,” asking what that per-
ception implied about the children in public school—that “they are not special?” (field-
notes, October 27, 2008). Her comment did two things. It asserted a more inclusive notion
of children’s value (that all children are equally special and valuable), and it positioned
parents who focus on their own children’s “specialness” as insensitive to this vision.
Sophie was similarly critical of what she saw as “neurotic” parenting. In an interview, she
spoke forcefully about her frustration with parents who sought out “special” experiences
for their children:

I was introduced by one of my friends that uses private school to another woman who sends her
kids to private school but claimed to be a very big proponent of public schools. And she was so f###
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neurotic, you know? . . . There’s something about, like, “oh, my precious babe.” It’s like, you know,
they are certainly precious to us. We love our kids. But I feel like there’s something different in
some of those families that I feel like is so—it’s like a little over the top in a way. [Interview, April
2, 2009]

Sophie drew a distinction between a parent’s belief that her children are precious to
her—which she saw as natural and appropriate—and the sense among some parents that
their children are more precious than others. Like Sara, she did this both to articulate a
more equitable notion of children’s value and to criticize parents who were “over the top”
about their own children.

Private schools—with their exclusivity, ample resources, and focus on individual chil-
dren’s needs—epitomized many of the trends in contemporary parenting that frustrated
the Darcy parents in our study. They saw private schools as highly protected places sought
out by parents who were excessively fearful for their children’s safety and overly invested
in their academic and social development. Grace said many of her peers who used private
schools did so because “they’re scared.” When we asked what she thought they were
afraid of, she replied, “I don’t know. I don’t really understand it. I think they think it’s like
a dangerous, wild place or something. I don’t know. They really can’t articulate it”
(interview, February 20, 2009). To Grace, these parents had an unreasonable fear of Darcy,
one they could not even articulate themselves, which drove them to the “safety” of a
private school. This issue came up frequently at Darcy Group meetings. At one meeting, for
example, the conversation focused for a bit on “private school kids,” who, as one mother
noted, spend so much time in cars on their way to and from school “it is like they have an
electric fence around them!” (fieldnotes, October 27, 2008). This critique resonated with the
popular literature on nervous parenting. It also demonstrated, perhaps deliberately, that
the Darcy parents were of a different ilk entirely.

“Kids Are a Lot More Resilient . . .”

In viewing their choice of Darcy as a means of rejecting high-anxiety parenting, many
in this study articulated a different vision of childhood and parenting. First, they argued
that children were less fragile than parents often assumed. Julian is an African American
father who sent his children to Darcy for a few years in the early grades (and then moved
them to private school). In reflecting on his experience with the school and the reluctance
of many of his peers to send their children to urban public schools, he argued that parents
were unhelpfully risk averse:

You know, for the typical kid I just don’t think that you irreparably damage them by spending a
couple of years in public school. . . . I guess I just, I think kids are a lot more resilient than we give
them credit for. And there aren’t a whole a lot of decisions that you’re going to make for a kid at
7 that are going to determine, that are going to close things off when they’re 30, right? But it’s hard.
[Interview, April 30, 2009]

While acknowledging that the decision is “hard,” he nevertheless tried to bring a larger
perspective to the issue, noting that the consequences of making the “wrong” decision are
probably not as dire as people fear.

Other parents also described children as stronger than adults realize. Shira, a white
mother whose two older children attended private school, made the decision to begin her
youngest at Darcy. When she talked about her reason for making the change, she noted
that by the time her third child, a boy, was ready for kindergarten, she no longer felt so
intimidated by the large space or crowds of children. She explained laughingly, “we’ve
definitely sort of evolved as parents, realizing our children aren’t going to break, you
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know, things like that” (interview, May 14, 2009). Like Julian, she referred to mythic
worst-case scenarios (irreparable damage, a child breaking) to put the risk parents per-
ceived as accompanying public school into perspective.

The Darcy parents in our study also argued that exposing children to diversity and
more “real” environments was a better way to prepare them for life than keeping them
secluded. Grace, for example, was happy that her son Simon was with children from a
range of class backgrounds: “So I find the fact that Simon sees the real world, I think it’s
heartening. I think it’s what makes you grow as a person on some level” (interview,
February 20, 2009). Sara made a similar point in reflecting on how her son Tommy’s
experiences at Darcy prepared him to interact comfortably in a variety of environments:

My son is playing football in [working-class neighborhood] this fall. . . . And we got there the first
time last year, and it’s like, “We’re not in Springfield Heights anymore.” But Tommy loves it and
it doesn’t bother him. It doesn’t bother him that the parents curse and smoke. And it doesn’t bother
him that most of the kids are black. . . . It’s like, he likes the sport. And he loves the kids. And the
coaches love him. And I don’t think he would be able to do that if he had been at [a private school]
since he had been in kindergarten. Maybe I’m wrong, but I think that kind of insulated experience
would not have given him the versatility to move in so many different circles. [Interview, Septem-
ber 28, 2008]

Not only were children more resilient than was generally understood, these parents
argued, being in situations with many different people was actually better for them than
the protected environments of private schools.8

Thus, while many saw Darcy’s shabbiness, predominantly minority student popula-
tion, traditional instruction, and “rowdy” playgrounds and turned away, others
embraced the school. They viewed their decision to do so as a marker of their own less
invasive and more confident approach to parenting and of their interest in their chil-
dren’s social development (particularly their ability to navigate diverse environments) in
addition to the acquisition of academic skills. Yet even for those who did choose Darcy,
many anxieties remained, particularly because so few of their peers had made the same
decision. One Darcy mother reflected, “Sometimes when I hear what my friends—you
know, none of our friends use the public school—I think, ‘Are we doing damage?’ You
know, should we be—is she missing out? You know, you kind of question it a little bit”
(interview, April 2, 2009). In the next section, I will examine how parents managed these
nagging worries.

Managing Anxiety: Building Social Capital and Hedging Bets

Though the Darcy parents attempted to distance themselves from other “anxious
parents,” their actions during and after the choice process show they, too, saw the decision
to use an urban public school as a risky one. Parents deliberately worked to create social
capital within and around Darcy as a way of making the school feel “safer,” physically,
academically, and socially. Their efforts in this regard, as well as their insistence that they
could and would remove their children at any time if they became dissatisfied, suggest a
labor- and time-intensive process that endured long past their children’s first day of
school.

The Darcy Group was important in this regard. For example, Polly, a white mother,
attended the meetings for a year while she was making her decision about where to send
her son.

[The meetings] felt very nonjudgmental. You know, “everyone will make different decisions, we’re
here to give you information.” . . . And I felt like they were really trying to give us a lot of
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information, including addressing the concerns people had, rather than just trying to ignore issues
that people had. . . . And you know, having the principal come in and talk—she’s very impressive,
the teachers, other parents, that was all very, very helpful. [Interview, March 3, 2009]

Kim, a white mother who had homeschooled her four sons for years before sending them
to Darcy, also found the meetings useful, even after she had enrolled her children in the
school: “And just knowing that that existed, that there was a place you could go and just
say, ‘I’m really worried.’ . . . It’s just like a resource, an emotional resource” (interview,
April 28, 2009). Despite their criticism of overprotective parenting, these parents also felt
it was important to gather all available information, make an informed decision, and have
plenty of support.

Other parents saw the meetings as a way of assessing the extent to which other “people”
(e.g., middle-class people) had had positive experiences with the school. To these parents,
it was comforting to hear that children like their own had flourished at Darcy. According to
Carrie, a white mother who had originally had negative views of urban public schools, the
meetings “reassured [her] that there would be safety and comforts . . . there’s nurturing,
there’s room for creativity and all those kind of things” (interview, October 14, 2008). To
parents like her, these meetings provided reassurance that the choice of Darcy was not too
risky. While they argued that they saw their children as more resilient than their private-
school peers, they were still interested in ensuring a certain level of quality and safety.

Shira, a white mother of three who sent her youngest to Darcy, also noted this function,
but she had a more critical stance.

There’s something that makes me a little uncomfortable about the Rodmans’ meetings. . . . [I]t was
almost like assuaging the fears of the white middle-class families. You know? Like, “Don’t worry.
Look at us. We did it. You can do it, too.” And I guess maybe that’s what people need. I’d like to
think that I made my journey in a different way, just that I didn’t need to have my hand held by
other white people to know that my kid would be okay. . . . There’s a little bit of this dancing
around this idea that just . . . just being able to just tell these sort of overachieving parents that it’s
okay not to do what you consider like the best. [Interview, May 14, 2009]

In making this observation, Shira was noting the racial dynamics (the implicit assumption
that a school with so few white children must be inferior in some way), the pressure
parents felt to provide their children with “the best,” and the anxiety they felt about
making a decision to send their children to a seemingly lesser institution. While Shira’s
description would certainly fit with claims by scholars and journalists about anxious
parenting, it also suggests an active grappling with notions of risk and risk management
that is generally not acknowledged in this literature.

A related strategy parents used to manage their anxieties about sending their children
to Darcy was to join with other friends and neighbors in making a commitment to the
school. Carrie, a white Springfield Heights mother, was particularly proactive about this,
creating an email discussion list to plan playgroups and share parenting-related resources
and information. When members visited schools as prospective parents, they posted their
thoughts on the discussion list. Carrie explains:

We said, “Well, who’s interested in what school?,” and then we would share if we knew of an open
house or activity happening at the school. . . . The focus of this group was public, so charter and
neighborhood schools. . . . So we did a lot of sharing. And then in the spring, at one point we all
then got together. We’re, like, “What did you decide?” “What are you doing?” [Interview, October
14, 2009]

In the end, three of the families used Darcy, one used another local school, and the rest
used charter schools or moved. Next, Carrie and the other parents organized playdates
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over the summer in the Darcy playground so their children could become familiarized
with one another and the school. She was thrilled to see that the three children from the
group ended up in the same class at Darcy.

In other years, parents formed “pacts” of sorts, with all members promising to use the
school. Grace describes it this way: “There was a group of parents that came in together.
There were six families. One bowed out at the end. And they all agreed they would only
go to Darcy. Everyone went together” (interview, February 20, 2009). Although Shira and
other parents at her son’s cooperative preschool did not make such promises to one
another, she was pleased that several were also using Darcy. When we asked why that was
important to her, she explained:

You have to volunteer at any school where your kids go. At Darcy, you just do it a little more. So
with a group of parents that’s already used to co-oping and taking on roles, I think that it’s going
to be easier for me to put myself out there because I’m always going to have somebody else who’s
got my back too. Because it’s going to be a new negotiation. So I’ll have friends who are also sort
of doing the same thing. [Interview, May 14, 2009]

In this context, social capital was important, especially the sort of inter-generational social
closure that builds trust and leads to, in James Coleman’s words, “a set of effective
strategies that can monitor and guide behavior” (1988:107). In other words, as middle-
class parents prepared to enter an environment that felt foreign and intimidating, they
sought to create a web of social ties that would make the environment safer for their
children, allow them to accomplish more, and provide a sense of security as they took on
a “new negotiation.”

A final strategy parents used was to “take it year by year.” They continually reminded
themselves that they could always change their minds if they decided Darcy was not a
good fit for their children. When Carolyn and her husband, after much deliberation, made
the decision to use Darcy, they relieved some of their worry by framing it as a temporary
one: “And so we made the decision to go ahead with Darcy. I figured, well, we’ll try it a
year” (interview, February 18, 2009). Gary, who eventually moved his daughter from Darcy
to private school, used the same strategy to convince his wife, who was skeptical: “[T]he
agreement we forged as a family was that she would go there in kindergarten. We would
every year kind of reassess how the prior year had been before we made a commitment to
the next year” (interview, April 3, 2009). Though this stance alleviated parents’ fears to
some extent—by giving them an “exit option” should they become unhappy with
Darcy—it also meant that the choice process, with its attendant worries, never ended for
them.

Discussion

As parents talked about their experiences, their reasons for choosing Darcy, and the
processes through which they arrived at a different decision, they used certain words
again and again: worry, scared, fears, afraid, mistake, and reassurance. While they iden-
tified many sources of concern, their fears about the prospect of using an urban public
school were likely intertwined in important ways with questions about the consequences
for their children of attending a school whose student population was predominantly
African American. This dynamic resonates with research on race and neighborhood pref-
erence that has found that whites tend to avoid neighborhoods with significant numbers
of African Americans because, despite increases in racial tolerance in other areas, they
tend to associate the presence of African Americans, especially African American men,
with high levels of street crime (Bontrager, Bales, and Chiricos 2008; Quillian and Pager
2001). Though many parents appreciated the diversity Darcy had to offer, their comments
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about student misbehavior also imply an intersection between racialized narratives of
urban schools as places of danger and dysfunction and parents’ intensified sense of
responsibility for ensuring their children’s success. The result was that the choice of Darcy,
a school that was quite successful by many indicators, nevertheless seemed like a threat to
children’s physical safety and future prospects.

Parents varied in what they sought for their children, but all of them took the process
of choosing a school seriously. In fact, even those who bemoaned contemporary “over-
parenting” devoted significant time and energy to choosing a school and managing their
children’s experiences. For many, their need to make the decision collectively and the
reassurance they drew from the fact that other “people” (i.e., people of similar race and
class status) were using Darcy underscore the sense that this was a dangerous decision and
not one to be made lightly.

Yet, the mothers and fathers who saw sending their children to Darcy as a way of
distancing themselves from other parents’ anxiety represent an interesting social phenom-
enon in themselves. The comments they made to us in interviews about contemporary
“nervous parents” were quite similar to those made, often by different parents, at Darcy
Group meetings. This suggests several things. First, whereas much of the literature on
middle-class parenting and student achievement describes a focus on gaining admissions
to elite colleges as the ultimate indicator of “success” (e.g., Demerath 2009), some parents
have a broader definition that leaves space for multiple pathways. Second, these parents’
negotiation with issues of risk is evidence of an emerging movement against what is seen
as intensive, hyper protective parenting. Third, the process of choosing Darcy, and the
conversations parents had with one another as they did, fostered a consensus in this
setting about the negative consequences of “invasive parenting.” Not only did it create a
new sense of what choices could count as “legitimate” (Raveaud and van Zanten 2007:
109), it also helped develop a shared understanding around these choices.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have examined the role of anxiety in shaping middle-class parents’
school choice decision. I have focused on a context—a middle-class neighborhood in a
large city—where parents could choose from a particularly wide set of options: public,
private, parochial, and charter schools, as well as a move to the suburbs. As the interna-
tional literature on school choice has shown, the educational market served to intensify
parents’ anxiety, with parents devoting enormous intellectual and emotional energy to
ensuring they make the “right” school choice. With notions of good parenting increasingly
intertwined with being a good consumer—and as the responsibility for ensuring chil-
dren’s success becomes ever more that of the individual parent—it is likely that dynamics
like those described in this paper will be repeated in different ways in many other settings.

I have further shown that popular descriptions of middle-class parents as overly (and
unthinkingly) protective and risk averse are incomplete. The parents in this study were
proactive and deliberate in their thinking about the costs and benefits of sending their
children to an urban public school, and many were quite critical of what they saw as their
peers’ tendency to treat their children as if they were fragile or somehow more valuable
than other people’s children. At the same time, however, we have seen that these parents
were just as focused as other parents on making the “right” decision, though they may
have defined their goals differently.

Among middle-class parents (and, presumably, many other parents as well), the choice
to use a city public school can seem inherently risky. For this reason, an analysis of the
ways the parents in this study understood and managed their choice of Darcy provides
important insight into the potential for greater race and class integration in city schools
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(Cucchiara 2013). For some parents, anxiety about the lack of resources and the dangers
“rougher” (i.e., low-income African American) students posed to their children’s physical
and emotional safety discouraged them from using Darcy. As Ball (2003) observed, in a
high-stakes choice environment, parents often sought out the “safety” of schools where
more of the children were white and middle class. Indeed, underlying many conversations
about Darcy were racialized assumptions about student behavior and school quality that
have their roots in larger patterns of racial stratification, segregation, and resource
inequalities. Yet other parents chose Darcy deliberately, arguing that children did not need
schools that would guarantee safety and success and would benefit instead from being in
less sheltered or homogeneous environments. Their decision suggests that frustration with
overly anxious parents may actually cause more middle-class parents to use urban public
schools, particularly in neighborhoods where high levels of social capital create a greater
sense of safety and connectedness. Of course, as this study has also shown, even those
parents who do not want their children to “have an electric fence around them” will
nevertheless find themselves struggling with questions of risk, danger, and what is “good
enough” for their children.

Maia Cucchiara is an Assistant Professor of Urban Education in the College of Education
at Temple University.

Notes

1. I would like to thank the members of the research team, Erin Horvat and Laura Porterfield, for
their work on this project. I am also grateful to Annette Lareau and Erin Horvat for their feedback on
an earlier draft of this paper, to Nancy Hornberger and AEQ’s internal and external reviewers for
their valuable comments, and to Linn Posey-Maddox and Jennifer Riggan for their insights about the
final revisions. Finally, I am grateful to the Spencer Foundation for its generous support of this
project.

2. There is a scarcity of research on how low-income parents are affected by today’s parenting
culture. While this article is focused on the middle class, it is important to note that low-income
parents must also navigate similar issues—as well as handling the myriad risks inherent to being
poor in the United States (see Lareau 2003).

3. The larger study also examined middle-class parental involvement and the impact it had on the
school.

4. This is an estimate derived from American Community Survey data on the census tracts that
comprise Darcy’s catchment area.

5. For example, complaints on a neighborhood blog about disruptive behavior on the part of
Darcy students often included, according to one Darcy mother, “pretty nasty, explicit racial stuff”
(interview, November 5, 2008).

6. This article focuses on the role of anxiety and, for reasons of space, cannot delve into these other
issues. They are explored more deeply in Cucchiara and Horvat (2012).

7. For a rich analysis of the emphasis on preparing children for academic and professional success
in one middle-class community, see Demerath (2009).

8. There is an instrumentalism to parents’ discussions of diversity in our data, with parents saying
that they wanted their children in diverse environments precisely because such environments would
prepare them better for future success in life. This instrumentalism is not explored here, but see Reay
et al. (2007).
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