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Manley-Cas imir, Michael (ed.). Family Choice in Schooling. Toronto: D.C. Heath & Co. , 1982 , 
Xlll , 210 pp. $28.95 . 

This collection of papers has come ou t of an international sympos ium cal led Fami ly Choice wh ich was 
co-hosted by the Faculty of Education at Simon Fra er University and the Briti sh Columbia Council for 
Leadership in Educational Admin istration in the spring of I 980. The inte ntion of the symposi um and hence of the 
book was to provide a forum for exp lori ng many of the issues currentl y being debated on private versus public 
choice in education . Hence the chapters both refl ect the philosophica l. lega l. and politica l issues that must be 
addressed and describe several current s1Udies and court cases 1ha1 exemplify the complex ity of the topic. In 
chapters one through four, the authors provide a historical view of the family choice issue wi th spec ial emphasis 
on choice from a freedo m of religion perspective. Chapters five and six con tinue 10 debate the questions of 
whether public schools are rel ig iously neutral and what the ir primary goa ls should be but these questions are 
handled primarily from a philosophical rather than hi stori ca l perspec ti ve . In chapters seven and eight , the authors 
report on empirical studies that demonstrate positi ve outcomes of free cho ice with in the publ ic system while 
chapter nine chall enges aspects of the free enterpri ze concept of private schools. Specifi c tuition tax credi t plan 
are discussed in chapters ten through twe lve and commented upon from a broader perspecti ve in chapters thirteen 
and fo urteen. 

While the last two chapters bring the reader back 10 the general debate on fa mil y choice. that is, on the pros and 
cons of public lax support for private as well as public schools , they do not provide an ana lys is or review of the 
theoretical and empirical in fo rmati on provided in the fo urteen chapters. This is un fo nunate since the reader is left 
with many interesting bits of in forma ti on but no framework within which 10 draw conclus ions or 10 make 
predictions of future events . And while thi comment is often true of books 1ha1 are wrillen by many authors as 
opposed to one au thor, the lack of an overa ll structure makes the chapters less useful 10 the reader than the ir 
potential would suggest. 

In spite of the above comment , I enjoyed thi s book on severa l levels. It is qu ite readable. The argu ment s are 
carefully constructed, the examples are clearl y described and the authors own conce rns and biases are easily 
identified . Many top ics present a challenge 10 the reader's own op in ions. For example , is secul ar humanism a 
religious philosophy and does it pervade our public school system as Elmer Th iessen states? lfso. is it to be seen 
as indoctrinating children into a belief system that may li mit the ir freedom to learn and explore or may it be 
viewed as incorporating fundamenta l principles of positive human interac tion that underly most world re li g ions 
without getting mired down by the specific conten t of individual re li gious beliefs•) Shou ld we accept Corne! 
Harnrn ' s argumen t for the development of rational autonomy as the primary goal of education and hi s subsequent 
conclusion that the public schools are the most competenl institution 10 determine how th is goal can be met? Does 
maintaining a public school system also mean maintaining a highl y differenti ated class system as Joel Spring 
suggests or does it offer a means fo r dec reas ing the economic gap among North Americans as Donald Fisher 
argues? These issues are we ll rai sed in the tex t and sti mulate the reader 10 question hi s/her own at1i1 udes about 
them. 

While the book raises many valuable questions about the topic, there seems 10 be a muddying of the waters 
around the essenti al reasons why some parents want a stronger voice in the choice of schooling for the ir children. 
This confusion centers upon whether parental right s are not be ing respec ted on re lig ious (i.e. soc ia l. spiritual , 
philosophica l) grounds or on academic (i.e ., curri cu lum and instructi on) gro unds. Ma ny of the ind ividual 
examples cited stern from the concerns expressed by a single parent or sma ll group of parents about the re li g ious 
philosophy that should pervade the schools and provide the ambiance or atmosphere wit hin wh ich children are 
best taught the skill s and knowledge that help prepare them fo r adu lt li ving. Arguments for each side arc often 
value- laden and very specific in scope. On the other hand. arg uments for the use of public money to support 
private schools generall y may speak 10 the estab lishmen t of chools based on re li gious principles but also speak 
to more traditional academ ic issues such as what fo rm of instruct ion will be used (e.g., graded versus nongraded ; 
open versus trad itional c lassrooms; multi-age grouping) and what content wi ll be emphasized (e .g . . basic ski ll s, 
vocational and technica l training , aesthet ics). Separating out the number of cases , lega l implications, economic 
issues, and social issues that pertain to the ri ghts of parents to choose on re li g ious versus educational grou nds 
wou ld have helped the reader understand the ex tent of the problem . 

Other issues not well addressed in thi s book include the genera li zability of input from groups who have a 
vested interest in an issue 10 the entire population , the need fo r public schools 10 re-exam ine the ir 111andate, and a 

,consideration of how parental choice can be better accommodated within the public school system. Much of the 
concern be ing raised about parents ' right s ro determine their children's educat ion co111es from midd le class 
professionals who fee l strongly about a religious or more often an educat ional philosophy of schooling and from 
groups who have very strong religious be liefs that they fee l should guide interpretations of academ ic subjec ts . 
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Neither of these data sources reflect the North American population at large. The extent to which they do and the 
limitations imposed upon our understanding of the importance of the issue because of this lack of representation 
from all segments of the population is not addressed in this book and yet it is an essential component of any 
thorough assessment of the importance of the issue . Both the costs and scope of public education have increased 
in the past decades . In many cases this has resulted in a further eroding of parental influence on childrens 
education. How has this contributed to the growing concern about who chooses what for whom? How well have 
schools accommodated to individual parent 's and student 's requests within their present structure? These issues 
relate specifically to the issue of family choice and should be included in a full discussion if we are to evaluate the 
question from as complete a knowledge base as possible. 

A final concern . While the symposium took place in Canada, very few chapters speak specifically to the 
Canadian case . And although one can argue that the issues are international in scope, the economic and political 
realities that impinge upon them are very national and therefore do not allow us to generalize easi ly from the 
American to the Canadian perspective . 

In summary , I found the book to be a good, albeit incomplete exploration of a thorny issue that we are likely to 
hear more about in this decade. I would recommend it specifically to anyone concerned about educational 
administration , especially those concerned with policy and funding issues and more generally to anyone 
interested in better understanding a difficult issue in public education. 
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